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CONTENT WARNINGS


This book is intended for mature, adult readers 18+.

This story contains content, themes, and situations that may be triggering for some readers, such as rough and graphic sexual situations, attempted SA, war, PTSD, graphic violence, Alzheimer’s, cancer, grief, attempted suicide, death, CNC, blood play, breath play, pain kink, and spitting. Some places and scenes are unrealistic/inaccurate.

If any of the above is triggering, please do not proceed—your mental health matters.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


I made it into the special forces course, but there are three problems.

Problem number one? One of my instructors is the infamous Special Operator Beast—a man everyone fears due to his cold heart and polished career. He loathes being away from his team, which makes graduating nearly impossible for all of us, mainly his least favorite student, me.

Problem number two? My heart skips a beat whenever I look into his cruel eyes, and my blood heats whenever he’s near me. He’s tall, scarred, and a devastatingly irresistible man who never smiles.

Oh, and problem number three? He’s my ex-boyfriend’s dad.

We try to stay out of each other’s way to make our reckless attraction fade, but fate keeps bringing us together. The military calls me The Unbreakable Soldier, but falling for Kade O’Connell might be my undoing.


PLAYLIST


Worship by Ari Abdul

How To Save A Life by The Fray

Chasing Cars by Snow Patrol

everything i wanted by Billie Eilish

BITTERSUITE by Billie Eilish

Champagne Coast by Blood Orange

Cinnamon Girl by Lana Del Rey

Mariposa Traicionera by Mana

Take My Breath Away by Berlin

As The World Caves In by Sarah Cothran

All The Stars by Kendrick Lamar, SZA

Elastic Heart by Sia

We Belong Together by Ritchie Valens

Hurt by Johnny Cash

Love Me Harder by Ariana Grande

Father Figure by George Michael


DEDICATION


For those who feel hopeless, you are unbreakable.
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KADE


“Jesus, old man, when are you going to settle the fuck down?”

Smirking like a devil, I shake my head at Booker.

“You’re insufferable, Chaos.” I flip him off. “Same argument, different day. When do I even have time to give anyone? I’m always gone. I’m never home. What’s the point?”

We’re high in the sky, flying over the mountains in a war zone and about ten minutes out from our target area.

“Master Sergeant!” A hand touches my shoulder.

I jerk my head towards Owen Pearl, the youngest special operator on the team. He has bright red hair and freckles all over his nose—his call sign is Kid.

He removes his hand, getting the message that I don’t like to be touched. I don’t even like to talk before missions, but Booker is my best friend, so I’ll make an exception. But Kid? He better have a good excuse.

My scarred brow raises, and even through my balaclava skull mask, Kid senses my unwelcome expression. He gulps and fidgets in the seat of the Black Hawk.

“Sir. Permission to speak freely?”

I clearly intimidate him by the way he stutters and shifts like this, a usual nervous tick for him.

I nod.

“I just want to say it’s an honor to be on this mission with you. Everyone knows who you are. Everyone knows about you and Grim. I aspire to have a successful career like both of you. Any advice?”

I stiffen. My brows knit together with a hardened gaze. He studies and waits for me to say something.

The Black Hawk turns sharply, causing everyone to groan and hold on for dear life.

“Fuck, I hate flying.” Booker lifts his mask just enough to expose his mouth, grabs a bag, and retches inside it.

I chuckle. Motion sickness always gets to Booker.

“Asshole, turn that way.” I nudge his shoulder with mine until he faces Slater beside him.

“Advice…” I say pensively. Taking out my latest project from my pocket, I continue working on a Punisher skull for Adam. I enjoy carving wood in my spare time.

A piece of wood flies onto the floor as I tilt my head to the side, shrugging. “Stay alive. Survive.”

Kid laughs naively as he gapes. He keeps going as if waiting for me to join his awkward, broken chuckles. With a scowl on my face, my eyes narrow into slits.

“Oh, you weren’t kidding?” His smile disappears.

I say nothing.

“That’s it? Survive?” He waves his hand, bewildered.

“Don’t freeze up,” I add.

He watches me, waiting for more, but then nods when I don’t break eye contact. “Okay. Cool. I guess.”

“How’s your son, Adam, doing?” Booker grumbles next to me. His green face slowly turns back to normal.

“We don’t talk, but from what I know, he’s doing just fine. His mother just told me he has plans to propose to his long-time girlfriend. I’ve never met the girl, but Penny has nothing but great things to say about her.”

“You have a son?” Kid chimes in enthusiastically. “I ask because…” His gloved hand reaches into his pocket and takes out an ultrasound photo. There sits a little bean with an arrow pointing at it and a label that says heartbeat.

“I’m officially a dad to this little peanut,” he says proudly. His eyes gleam with pure elation. “We don’t know the gender yet, but I’m praying for a daughter. I come from a family of all boys, hoping to be the first to break the Pearls’ curse.”

“Damn, Kid. You’re only twenty-one years old and already having babies?” Booker blares over the loud helicopter machinery. He reaches over my lap and inspects the photo in Kid’s hand.

“I had mine at seventeen, so I can’t say shit,” I mumble.

“Beast. Thirty seconds,” the pilot’s stoic robotic voice says in my ear.

“Roger that.”

I place my little project away and tuck my favorite knife into my kit before I gesture to everyone. “Lock it up!”

Everyone stiffens, straightening their backs and drifting into a different mindset. We don the masks that we put on before every mission, and I’m not talking about the balaclavas. There’s a type of eerie silence that we sit in before the operation begins, knowing that this helicopter ride might be our last.
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We secured the area even with the current sandstorm that’s wreaking havoc on the village, and it’s a job well done. All of us get to go back home in one piece.

Slater and Booker escort one of the targets. They walk him through the exit of the half-blown-up building with a missing roof. He bellows out curse words under his breath the entire time, fighting against them as much as he can. He’s an extremist responsible for the cold-blooded torture and murder of hundreds of families and soldiers.

Kid stays close behind. He’s looking around, on high alert, searching for any more threats even though it’s been cleared. He managed to take this mission slowly, learning and grasping the knowledge from us senior operators.

“You did good, Kid,” I tell him as I peer over my shoulder. I readjust my rifle on my shoulder when I spot him around the hallway’s corner. Watching his side, a few feet away, he goes still as a statue with saucer eyes, gawking inside a room that was already secured.

“Kid?”

His fingers tremble, convulsing around his pistol.

He’s hesitating.

Shit.

Two shots ring out, piercing him. His body jolts with each blow, sending him to the ground, hard. The mics go off with questions thrown out, one after the other.

“Man down, man down!”

Sprinting over to him, I do what I’m trained to do, following the rules of engagement and eliminating the threat with my weapon. Three shots and a man with hatred flickering in his eyes drops.

I examine Kid, who’s already being attended to medically by our designated personnel.

Kneeling, I assess the damage.

One bullet pierced right through his carotid artery. He only has about thirty seconds left from the time he got hit until his heart stops beating. I pull off his mask as my knees are drenched in a pool of crimson. His strawberry-blond hair perks up from the static. Red drops out of his mouth too fast, with no ending in sight. He chokes and wheezes as he attempts to speak.

Fifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen. Twelve.

“T-tell my w-wife, that I—” he stutters weakly. He swallows the blood, his throat moving up and down before he continues. “T-that I love her?”

Eleven. Ten. Nine. Eight.

“I know, brother, I got you. We all got you.”

Seven. Six. Five. Four.

His lips flatten, and with tears still pouring out of his eyes and down the sides of his pale face, he takes his last breath.

Three. Two. One.

Shutting my eyes tightly, I grind my teeth violently.

His first mission…and he’s KIA.

“No,” I whisper, monotone. “He has a baby on the way…no.”

“He’s gone,” Booker relays as everyone rushes in to escort Kid to the medevac.

Fuck.
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VIOLET


August 7, 1965

Dear Graham,

I hope this letter finds you soon. I know I told you not to expect a letter from me…but here I am, writing you one. I think about the day you came into the diner all the time. I thought you were the most handsome man I had ever seen in your uniform. My heart beat so hard as I took your order. I was so scared you would be able to hear it. I can’t believe you only came to the diner to order something for your aunt, and now look where we are. Since you left for deployment, every time the door swings open and the bell chimes, I hope to God it’s you. I know you don’t know when you’ll be back, and I know it’s only been a week since our last day together, but maybe when you do come back home, we can go to Wrightsville Beach like we promised.

Sincerely,

Grace

My abuelita smiles as I read her one of the letters she asked me to. I sit in a chair with her next to the hospital bed, holding a slightly crumpled paper that has aged and now carries a yellow tint with both of my hands. Her once-red hair, now almost entirely white, falls to the side of the pillow, and her freckles move downward as a frown replaces her once-blissful smile.

Today is a good day; she has some strength and was able to walk around the pond outside Greenville Hospital. She texted me this morning to come over and said she was cashing in on her one request for me. To read her these letters.

Ever since her cancer diagnosis, she’s wanted to spend more time with me. Since my grandmother means the world to me, I will do whatever she asks.

She’s always warned me to stay away from all military men since I was a little girl, and I never knew why. Maybe now I’ll get my answer. I always assumed it was because we live in a military town. She’s married to my non-military-affiliated grandfather—a retired mailman.

It’s not only the cancer that she’s been fighting. Her Alzheimer’s diagnosis was something so unexpected. Ever since that day, she had one request from me, but didn’t tell me what it was.

Until today.

After I graduated from Basic Training, I immediately attended Airborne School for three weeks. Jumping out of planes was exciting. I thought I would be scared when I did my first jump, but the adrenaline and excitement overpowered my fear and fueled my confidence. After getting my jump wings, I went to North Carolina—home of special operations. I survived Selection. I was the only female in my class, and I worked hard to succeed. My hard work has paid off because now I’m on leave, soaking up every moment with my grandparents before I head to the course.

“Abuelita…may I ask you something?” I fold the handwritten letter, placing it back into a small wooden box.

“Yes, mija?” she rasps as she shifts in the bed, snuggling with her blue teddy bear. She’s had that blue teddy bear since she was a teenager.

“Why these letters? Who is this man?”

My grandparents have been in love for more than half their lives, and she’s now revealing that she shared her heart with someone other than my grandpa?

The sun outside her window shines through, casting golden rays across her face.

“Mija. This is my one request.” She intertwines her hands on her lap. “I know you have a busy life with work, and I know you’re leaving again soon. Please read these letters to me whenever you’re home. I want to remember my first love before I can’t anymore. Don’t get me wrong, I love your grandfather. We have a beautiful life together, but I truly believe that in life you can love more than one person, even though I chose your grandpa. But my first love? He was Graham.”

My mouth opens.

“Abuelita!” I palm the box to my chest in disbelief. She had loved someone other than my grandpa? The last time I remembered, she had been with him since she was nineteen. He was her first and only boyfriend. “I don’t think Grandpa would like this, Abuelita. I don’t think he would want me to read these letters. Is Graham the reason why you’ve wanted me to stay away from dating a military man all these years?” I close the wooden box and slide it onto the tile floor of the room, tucking it under her bed where it once was.

Of course, I know I can make my own decisions at twenty years old, but her words have been engraved into me since I was a child. It hadn’t stopped me from joining the Army, though—a decision I made to honor my late veteran father.

“Your grandpa knows all about him. This is between you and me, okay? This is my only request, por favor?” She pleads with me, her eyebrows raising.

I could never tell her no. I glance over my shoulder to ensure my grandfather stays out of the loop. Luckily, he’s nose deep into the local newspaper, his pen in hand, working on the crossword section.

“Well, why did you marry my grandpa over Graham?” Curiosity gnaws at me. Why did she end up with my Grandpa Ramon if she loved this Graham?

She smiles again, her light brown eyes glistening with pride.

“Be patient. One letter at a time. Is that okay? Then I’ll tell you why I chose your grandpa over Graham.”

I chew the inside of my lip.

“Fine. One letter at a time.” I agree, sitting up straight, I kiss her on the cheek. “Text me when you want me to read another one.

“Of course, Violet.”

“Can I ask one question, though?”

“Of course.”

“Was he in the Navy? We live near a Navy base, so I assume he was a sailor.”

“No, mija. He is not. Graham was a Green Beret. He sent me these letters from Vietnam.”

“Wow…Grandma, a Special Forces soldier?” My brows wag up and down as I simultaneously give her a cheeky grin.

Nice. Go, Grandma.

A pinch of red paints her cheeks, and she giggles like a teenager. I haven’t seen her smile like that since her diagnosis. Seeing how much she lights up while taking a trip down memory lane brings me peace. If reading these letters makes her blissful during a hard time, I’ll be patient.

“You surprise me, Grandma.” I cross my arms, narrowing my brows.

“Why?”

“You’ve warned me time and time again all my life to stay away from military men, and you’re telling me you fell in love with one?”

She grows quiet. Her silence says it all. She isn’t sure what to say. She hugs her teddy bear tighter, and it’s like I struck a nerve. I hadn’t meant to, and I take this moment as my exit.

“I’ll see you later, Abuelita,” I lean forward and kiss her cheek again.

“Que Dios te bendiga, te quiero mucho.”

“Te quiero más.”

She turns on her television, flipping the channel twice before setting the television remote down at her side. She’s watching one of her favorite movies, Beethoven.

“Goodbye, Grandpa. I’m here for one more day, then I’m leaving for North Carolina.”

He places the local newspaper back onto his lap.

“We’re very proud of you.” He smiles and leans into my ear. “She worries about you, but if going into Special Ops makes you happy, she’s happy. Give your mom some time to come to terms with your decisions, though.” his voice and hands shake against my forearms as he whispers.

He knows my mother wants nothing to do with my choice to join the military but doesn’t get involved. I feel like she doesn’t understand how special it is to make it through Selection—a rigorous and challenging set of events where you’re tested both physically and mentally. The class started with over four hundred candidates, and only thirty of us were selected to move on to the Special Forces course.

“Don’t worry about my mother and me,” I reassure him.

I straighten my back, return the smile, and suppress the ache in my chest as the concern for their well-being pricks my mind. I don’t need to cry every time I see them.

“I’m glad she has you when I can’t be here.” My tone is light as I take another step away.

“Focus. You go and be great. We’ll be here, cheering our granddaughter on.” He places his freckled hand on the ends of his bright red, fuzzy plaid sweater. He grabs his pen and adjusts his reading glasses before returning to his puzzle.

I pivot around on my foot, the soles of my shoes softly squeaking. Before I leave, I look at my grandma one last time and take a mental picture of her alive and happy. She’s so focused on the present, enjoying simple things like watching her favorite movie while poison floods her veins.

Even in the darkness, she smiles.

I walk down the hallway toward the exit. I say goodbye to the nurse who’s administering her chemo and remind her to call me if anything happens. Typically, I’m not allowed back here when she gets her treatment, but they made a one-time-only exception. About five minutes later, I leave the hospital and head towards the visitors’ parking lot.

I pull out my keys and hit a button twice to get into my white sedan. Sitting inside the driver’s seat, I text my mother.

Me:


Grandma is having a good day today. I’m on my way back home.




Ma:


Okay.




I’m surprised she texted back so fast. I take it as a sign to try to have one last conversation with her before I leave again. I stare at my screen and scroll through my photos, a habit I like to do when I’m stressed. I scroll all the way to the top, where I find pictures of the four of us—my once-complete family: my dad, my mother, and my older sister, Isabella.

My father’s black peppered hair is short and combed to the side. His large, circular prescription glasses are on his small nose. The sun shines on our olive skin, and my sister is dressed in her outfit of pink head to toe, with pink lipstick. I’m holding onto my mother in my jeans and striped, dark blue sweater. It was my sister’s celebratory dinner for college graduation at the local Italian pizza place. I turn my phone off before grief can come back in a harsh wave and swim out of the memories.

As soon as my car turns on, I make my way towards Mom’s house. We live in a cozy one-story, three-bedroom home in a neighborhood near the Catholic church I grew up attending every Sunday morning. As I drive out of the hospital vicinity, dread slowly creeps into my chest. It doesn’t feel like my home anymore, not since my father passed away. Ever since he died, my mother has too. A cold aura now replaces her warmth. I wish she would accompany me on the visits with my grandma.

I die slowly every time I see her receive treatment. I can’t lose her. Ever since she got diagnosed, I’ve been on edge, terrified at the thought that she won’t be here anymore, even though she is here.

My throat constricts, and I’m doing everything I can to fight the dry tightening in the back of it as I park my car in my mother’s driveway. I sit there, listening to The Fray, and suck in a breath.

Everything feels like it’s going to shit lately. But it’s too late to change it now. There’s nothing left for me here anymore.
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VIOLET


“Ma…por favor. Habla conmigo.”

“No!”

“Please.”

“No! I lost your father to the same job you’re signing up for?” She glares disgustedly. “Now I get to worry about you, too?”

I try to grab her hand, but she pulls away like I’m a disease and my ambition is a poisonous infection.

“I just got back home from Basic Training. Please don’t do this to me. I was looking for you in the crowd, Ma, and you weren’t there!”

My mother’s youngest daughter wants to honor her father’s legacy, but she can’t accept it.

“Ma!”

“Why can’t you settle down here? In this town? Go to the local college? Focus on your relationship with Adam. Have his kids, be his wife, and stay home? Hold down the house while he works? Why are you going to do that job?”

I whip my head back like she slapped me in the face with her palm. She might as well have. Tears cling to my lashes, and my shoulders slump in defeat.

“I want more…” I murmur. My face drops when I play with my father’s dog tags in my pocket. If my father were still alive, he would have been my number one supporter. He would convince my mom to stop overreacting because I’d be fine.

I meet her stern gaze, but she doesn’t waver. I search for my father’s ghost, wishing he were standing before me, telling her to let me go, but when my mother continues to deny me with flinty eyes and curled lips in the living room right by our family portrait, he’s nowhere to be found. He’s not here because he’s dead, and I’m still struggling to accept it years later.

“I want to do more,” I concede. “I want to be just like Papa.”

“You’re small.” She points to me like she’s been holding back her true feelings. “You’re short and little. You’re slower. You’re not as strong as the men. You. Are. My. Little. Girl.”

My nose scrunches.

“But I am also my father’s daughter,” I point out. My brow raises, and I meet her stressed gaze. Her nostrils flare, and she clicks her tongue, pissed off.

She knows exactly what I’m talking about. I turn to the picture of my father on the wall. He’s in his uniform. A photo from one of his deployments shows him holding his rifle in one hand. He was the most successful sniper in the world until someone named Daegan Hannibal came along and surpassed his record.

“Mija…por favor. You’re going to get hurt! There has never been a woman from our family in that specific field! It’s always been the men.”

“I know! I’ll be the first. I promise you that,” I declare.

She scoffs. “Okay. Say you make it.” She spills out the scenario as if it’s a delusion. “What happens when you go to war?” She exhales like the thought is too much to bear. She tightens her dark brown eyes at me, and a tear falls down her cheek. “I can’t lose you! You are my oldest, Violet.” She waves her hands in front of me as she makes her argument.

“Mom…I’ll be okay.”

“You don’t know that! And if something happens to you, I don’t want to be the one who says, I told you so!”

“Mama!” I pull back as her words stab my heart. “Then don’t.” I stifle the gasp that wants to pour out of me. How could she say that?

She continues to disconnect from me. She turns away from me and grips her elbows for self-comfort over her black cardigan. She has a very unfair mentality. It’s her way or no way.

“Please, Mom. I will do this whether you approve of it or not.” I let go of my father’s dog tags in my pocket. I try to get my ‘see you soon’ hug from her with my arms stretched out, but she walks away and denies me with a shake of her head. She holds the rosary in her hand until her knuckles turn white.

My vision blurs until my lashes can’t hold the tears anymore. I quickly wipe them away, not wanting to show her weakness—no skips in my determination.

“Write me letters?” I offer gently while sniffling, my tone full of hope. “I won’t be able to have my cell on, but I can get letters. I’m sure I’ll be able to have phone calls sometimes. As soon as I get there, I’ll call you, and⁠—”

“Don’t bother. Salte de mi casa.” She keeps her gaze pinned to my father’s portrait as she points to the front door behind me.

“Ma?” I cry out. I place my hand on my chest, aching to hug her. She hasn’t held me since he died…since the funeral.

Finally, our eyes meet, but hers are no longer the eyes of a mother. They only hold dark resentment. She plays with the ends of her peppered, curly black hair like she’s trying to refrain from saying more things she may regret.

I don’t recognize this side of my mother.

She’s talking to me like I’m a stranger in the home she raised me in for the past twenty years. I look around the cream-colored walls and stare at the furniture, at the television I used to watch my favorite horror movies on while she yelled at me to change it to her favorite novellas.

I gaze at the kitchen, where I used to help my mom bake flan every other month whenever she felt stressed, or on special occasions.

Then I stare at my cross necklace that hangs down my neck.

I open my mouth, trying to stabilize my trembling lips to wish her my final goodbye.

“Don’t do this. I’m going to need you. I’m always going to need you because I am your daughter. You’re the only family I have left. Please, Mama.”

“No entiendes? I’m disowning you. You’re not an Isla. You are no daughter of mine.”

Pure silence fills the room as I register what she means.

“Because I’m joining the military?”

“Yes!”

The wind and warmth knock me out as I process her denial. She’s denying her daughter. Because I want to honor my dad. I genuinely believe this is what my father would be so proud of. I won’t deter my decision for anyone.

All the emotions and stress from training and enlisting I’ve held within me spill through the cracks of the shield I’ve built. I’ve learned to stay strong and handle anything that gets thrown my way ever since my father passed away because the man of the house was gone, and I needed to step up. I’ve been the strength my mother needs on the days when the grief gets too much.

She blames me for his death. She’s never said it, but she doesn’t have to. She says it in the way she hasn’t hugged me since the funeral. She screams it with the way she’s been absent from all of my school graduations since joining the military. I thought she needed more time. I hoped that she would stop seeing me as the girl who is responsible for her husband’s death and treat me like her daughter again…but I was wrong.

“You don’t believe I can do this?” I squeak out.

She shrugs with a blank stare as her chest rises and falls fast.

“I’m sorry, but you’re on your own now.”

A hot tear rolls down my cheek with broken hope that I’ll see her on my graduation day.

She’s supposed to be there.

My father was supposed to be there.

I don’t think I can do this without her.

When she walks away from me, back into the kitchen, I stiffen.

My throat tightens like I was punched. I quickly swipe my pained face with the palm of my hand, too ashamed to cry in front of her.

With one suitcase in one hand and my army-issued backpack in the other, I head out the front door of the house I’m no longer welcome in for the last time.

One goodbye done; on to the next.
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I look at the time on my wrist, my watch reflecting that I only have about thirty minutes before I’m rushing to make sure I don’t miss my flight.

“I hate that you’re leaving me. I don’t want you to leave…are you sure you want to do this?” Adam has repeatedly questioned my decision to leave for the military.

“You promised you would be supportive,” I interject.

He frowns and continues to scroll on his phone. “Yeah. I did, but you also promised a lot of things.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I say as I slip on my pants and button them. He shrugs like he’s signaling the conversation is over.

“Who is texting you?”

“My dad. Looks like he’s back in the States after another year-long deployment,” he shakes his head. “He keeps trying to reach me. He doesn’t fucking get it. I don’t want a relationship with him after he abandoned my mother. I’ll never choose him.”

He shuts his phone off and tucks it into his pants.

Adam doesn’t open up about his parents’ divorce much. All I know is that they were teenage parents, and their marriage didn’t last long. He’s never doubted his mother’s side of the story, so he’s never asked for his father’s. Ms. Lillington claims he didn’t want to be a family man anymore, only a soldier first. Adam’s avoided the conversation about his father like the plague, so I never pry to respect that boundary he’s set. He even changed his last name to his mother’s maiden name a few years ago.

His bitter reactions stopped me from trying. He shuts me out every time, shifting topics, but ever since my dad passed away, I feel like I have to say something. I would do anything to be able to look at my phone and see a text from my father again. I don’t know their history because Adam won’t let me in, but perhaps their estranged relationship is salvageable.

“Maybe you should try giving him a chance. I wish my father were still alive. I’d do anything to hear his voice—” I offer softly as I tie my hair back into a bun.

“Please, stop!” He cuts me off across the bed, causing me to jump. I narrow my eyes at him while he places his hands on his waist. “Don’t ever try to influence my relationship with my father again. He’s an asshole, a selfish prick who chose the military over us. Leave it alone, for the last time,” he scolds me and shuts the conversation down as he stalks towards his bedroom door.

I furrow my brows and swallow his outburst.

He doesn’t mean it. He’s just stressed that I’m leaving…that’s all.

“I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to overstep. I’m just trying to help.” I follow after him. “But please don’t talk to me like that,” I plead, searching for my best friend behind this version of Adam I don’t like. I need him more than ever right now.

His shoulders sag, thinning his lips.

“Yeah…I’m sorry. Let’s get going, okay?” He walks into the hallway, his step casual, and grabs my suitcase for me. It rolls as I stare at my green Converse.

I sigh and follow after. He’s been acting differently lately, but he’s reassured me that we’re fine.

We’re fine.
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“Okay…I have my e-book, my headphones, my phone, wallet…” I flip through my backpack over the items, checking off my list one by one before I take off for the last time. I’m sure the instructors will take this from me as soon as I arrive, but I’m bringing it anyway.

“All I need is a see you soon, kiss,” I chirp as I zip it back up.

I reach over to Adam with a warm smile and brace myself to meet his farewell lips. I won’t be able to kiss him again for about a year. With my eyes closed and lips puckered, I stand on tiptoe…but he doesn’t follow through after the longest of seconds.

My lashes flutter. My brows knit together as I fall onto my heels, disappointed. Adam’s brown eyes are everywhere but on mine.

“What’s wrong?” I take a step back even more as I readjust my backpack on my shoulder. There’s a cloud hovering between the two of us, making me question everything.

“Look at me.”

He doesn’t. He starts to rock on his feet like he’s nervous.

I grind my teeth together as a dull sensation runs through my chest. I know that expression all too well now.

“Not you, too.” I bite my lip, hoping he’ll tell me my assumptions are wrong and I’m just reading too much into his body language. Instead, his brown eyes finally meet mine, but he can’t hold my gaze. He shakes his head vehemently, like he’d rather bolt from this conversation.

“Talk to me, please.”

“I’m sorry,” he admits softly, staring at his feet.

“You’re sorry?” I raise a brow.

“I don’t want to be waiting around for you, Violet. I wanted us to finish college together.”

“Adam…please don’t do this. Not now. You choose the moment right before I board my plane?”

“I’m sorry.”

“There are those two words again. You know, I’m really tired of hearing people say they’re sorry when they are, in fact, not sorry.”

He shrugs like he doesn’t care. My hand tucks a piece of loose hair behind my ear as heat trickles into my veins in the way I loathe. Flashes of our tangled limbs from this morning boil me over.

“So what was last night? And this morning?”

God, why do I feel taken advantage of?

His eyes finally pin on me.

“I was going to propose!” He reaches into his back pocket and takes out a ring. It glimmers from the sun outside the security check windows. Holographic sparkles reflect all over his face as he twirls it. My heart sinks as the thought of marriage hits me like an unexpected train.

“Was?” My voice lowers into a whisper.

“Was.”

“That’s why you’ve been distant these past few days?” I choke up. I tear my eyes away from him as my vision blurs. I look left and right, blinking the blindsided agony away.

Don’t fall apart.

Just take it.

Take the abandonment and betrayal like you always do, and don’t react.

“I don’t want a fiancée who’ll spend all her time with other men. I watched my mother go through this with my father gone all the time. I barely know the man. I refuse to let history repeat itself. You know how I feel about my dad, and now?” He waves a hand before me. “You’re going to be gone all the time, too?”

“I believed that our relationship was stronger than the distance.” I choke up.

Adam rolls his eyes. “Yeah, so did my mother.”

“We’re not your parents!”

My trust in our relationship is obliterated beyond repair.

“How am I supposed to sleep at night knowing my girlfriend is showering with other men, practically sleeping with them, too?” he says as the vein in his forehead bulges, eyeing me skeptically.

“My God, is that it? You think I’m going to cheat on you?” My face twists into repulsion. “I’ve never, ever, given you any reason not to trust me.” I raise my voice slightly, keeping a stern pitch.

“It doesn’t matter, Violet. I don’t want to be with someone serving in the military.” He strides backward, already mentally checked out of our conversation.

I scoff.

“You promised to be supportive…” I point out all of our past conversations. “I promise to wait for you. I promise to call you every weekend. I promise you…forever?” I recite his own words back to him.

“Promises get broken,” he tells me unremorsefully as he tucks the engagement ring back into his pocket. I gulp and fidget like he slapped me.

I don’t know him anymore.

“We’ve been growing apart anyway. You’re never home already.”

The way he says it…it’s like he’s already given up a long time ago.

When did he check out?

We hold each other’s gazes.

I’m lost, and he’s unwavering in his decision.

My support system is…gone. The two people who said I could lean on for everything—gone in the blink of an eye. They’re leaving me behind over my decision to honor my father. I look up at him, waiting for him to take it all back, but his lips are thin and unwavering. He stands his ground, firm in his decision. Well, so am I.

I won’t let him guilt me into staying with him. Even if he did, I wouldn’t have a choice. I have an obligation to the Army now.

“So that’s it? Is this your way of ending things? Right before I get on a plane?”

“No…maybe? I don’t know.” He continues to walk away with a dead stare into my shattered spirit.

Suddenly, there’s a shift in him. He comes back, closing the distance, but I cross my arms, creating a barrier between us.

“Listen to your mother. Stay here, be my wife. You don’t have to go to school. Marry me, have my kids, and⁠—”

He’s using my mother’s argument against me?!

“No,” my voice deepens. “Goodbye, Adam. I won’t let you take these pieces of me. No one will.” I turn around, give him my back, and confidently strut away.

“I don’t think it’s goodbye, babe. I’ll surely see you back here in about a week, one month at the latest. You’re going to fail, and someone will have to be there for you to pick up the broken pieces you forced yourself to go through!” he calls over to me from behind. People around us with checked bags stop and stare at his bewildered bleating.

Picking up my pace as I walk through a crowd going toward TSA, I continue to ignore him.

I hand my ticket and ID over to security. She scans it in a robotic routine and directs me to follow the line.

Taking off my jacket and electronics, I hold back my frustration. I snort as I replay his horrible attempt to propose. It’s like he wanted to see me on my knees, begging him not to make me choose between my goals and our relationship.

I will never beg for any man. If Adam and my mother don’t believe in me…

I swallow the rock in my throat as the two people I thought I could depend on echo into my mind. Grabbing my things and placing my backpack on my shoulders, I get closer to my gate with its North Carolina destination.

I’m stronger than this.

I sit down in a seat between a man and a woman holding the same camouflage army-issued backpack. I grab my headphones from my bag, place them on the top of my head, and unlock my phone. Lana Del Rey plays as I close my eyes and block out my surroundings.

My trust issues have forced me to depend only on my mother and Adam. I don’t trust people easily, as they always disappoint me. The betrayal they inflict on my heart has turned my spirit into stone. Isolation doesn’t always have to be lonely—it’s a shield that protects me at this point.

I don’t attach easily, but Adam let me in when we were teenagers after repeatedly working to break into my steel shell.

I don’t need their support.

I believe in myself. That’s good enough.

It’s time to prove to my father that his blood runs in my veins. I know he’s watching over me. No matter how many times people try to break me down, I won’t, especially in the course.

The military calls me The Unbreakable Soldier, and I know I can make it through the next year even though my friend, Pete, warned me about one of the most infamous brutal instructors there. He calls him a monster. A devil. A machine. He failed Pete over something that was out of his control, at least that was his side of the story.

Maybe I’ll get lucky and the devil he warned me about is not my instructor…and if he is there, I hope I don’t catch his attention.
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TWELVE MONTHS UNTIL GRADUATION
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Ican’t believe I’m here, and not only have I survived the first few days, but I’m thriving. I’m meeting new people, making friends, and bonding over our situations.

The first week flew by. It was a lot of yelling, paperwork, medical, and shots in my arms and ass, but I’m solid. I’ve never felt so confident or so at home in the Army.

I belong here.

“Everyone, meet your instructors for the next year! Or better known as TAC.” A tall, lean man roars in front of me. A camo green shirt and camo pants cover his fair skin. His gaze is on me for only a second, and then he stomps down the line. He glares at all of us, one by one, sizing us all up like we’re children.

“I’m Sergeant Booker. We are all your teachers, advisors, and counselors. This is Sergeant Slater,” he points to another massive man beside him. He stalks by me, but this time, his glare is so evident behind his sunglasses that I don’t need to see his eyes to know what he thinks of my presence here—the only female in the class. He doesn’t want me here. It’s so apparent by how his stare lingers on my body for seconds that feel like minutes as he balls his fists.

I refrain from cowering. My back stays straight with rigid shoulders and a mindset focused on only one thing—graduating.

He scoffs like he’s disgusted. He walks away and heads towards Sergeant Booker, who continues introducing all the instructors. When Sergeant Slater gives me his back, I smirk. It’s satisfying knowing my existence and perseverance pisses him off. It’s pissed off a lot of people lately. I continue to listen as the sun hits my skin. My olive tone has been tanning deeper since I got here.

“Everyone and their grandmother knows who Operator Grim Reaper is…but it’s not him who the military and our enemies fear. It’s another man with a perfectly polished career. Everyone calls him a devil, and they call him that for a reason.” A man to my left whispers, distracting me momentarily. My brows narrow in annoyance as I try to focus on the sandy-blonde man with a dark mustache. Sergeant Booker walks up and down the line between us, and I stay still, holding back my own curiosity and questions.

“You mean…” another one squeaks beside me.

“Uh-huh…he’s here, too. We’re all fucked.” he grumbles before continuing. “Who do you think trained alongside Grim Reaper? Who do you think taught him all he knows? The devil was created by another.”

“Who?” his friend questions, gloom laced in his lazy tone.

“Operator Beast.”

“But what’s his actual name?”

I roll my eyes, and finally, I snap. I don’t want to get kicked out so soon because I can’t hear Booker’s orders. I just got here. I have a lot to prove, and I will not get kicked on the first day because the men next to me want to engage in gossip.

“Can you guys shut the hell up?” I quip, turning to them.

At first, my gaze meets Willis’s, and his thin pink lips lift into a cheeky, immature, snarky grin. His eyes look me up and down like he’s trying to undress me, and it makes me quiver. He opens his mouth—probably to throw a dirty, misogynistic insult my way—but then his entire demeanor shifts. He pales, tearing his gaze away from me just as a large shadow appears over all three of us.

Someone clears their throat behind me, and I can feel all the hair on my neck standing up. I turn back around slowly, in the position of attention, tucking my hands on either side of my thighs and holding my breath.

“What’s my name, Willis?” The sound of a deep, smooth voice has my heart jumping into my throat. He’s standing right in front of Willis, but I keep my eyes facing the tall, North Carolina evergreen trees in front of me.

Willis’s jaw drops as he takes in the size of the instructor, who hasn’t been introduced yet.

“Now!” he barks out with a vicious tone that makes my blood run cold.

Jesus, is this how it’s going to be? I haven’t even looked at the man yet, but his voice does something to me. It’s deep and husky. I survived basic training, and no one has ever had a tone that made my heart skip.

“O-O’Connell. K-Kade O’Connell, sir!”

Kade? O’Connell?

As in…?

No.

It can’t be.

“It’s Master Sergeant O’Connell.” His tone shifts into something dangerously calm, and I honestly think it’s more intimidating than when he yells.

I blink rapidly as my brows knit together, trying to defy human anatomy and not break into a sweat. I tighten my fists and try to sneak a glance, but I decide against it when the tall, massive shadow moves toward me.

No.

I drop my eyes to the ground just as large, sandy combat boots come into play in front of my own planted footing. My feet look obnoxiously smaller than his.

I’ve caught the attention of the monster everyone’s been whispering about on the first damn day.

Just my luck.

“Isla…” he murmurs nonchalantly like he’s bored. His massive fingers poke at the last name on my uniform. I trail my eyes from his long legs onto his broad, muscular chest. He’s wearing the same camo top. He has tattoos on one side of his arm. Detailed snakes and skulls are intertwined with each other. He folds his arms against his chest. I try not to stare, but his body demands everyone’s attention.

He’s standing in front of me like he’s ready to light the whole world aflame because he’s pissed. He’s in the flesh, and dammit, he’s enchanting. The kind of beauty that radiates masculinity and villainously handsome features.

His dark brown, shaggy, wavy hair is gelled back on the sides. He has a dark, short beard with little strands of blond and silver that hug his perfect, sharp jawline. His lips are perfectly shaped and full. There’s a scar on his neck, and another massive one cut straight through his brow and seared into his cheek, like he was slashed by something. Even his aviator sunglasses cannot disguise the large diagonal scar. His tongue darts and sweeps his bottom lip like he’s not impressed by me.

Finally, he removes his sunglasses, and I’m met with cruel, mismatched, ice-cold eyes. One is a bright navy blue, and the other is a vibrant green. Eyes that could make any girl’s heart stop and blood turn into liquid fire.

He narrows his eyes at me like he’s testing me, studying me like I’m a parasite. His jaw ticks as I hold his gaze. If he’s trying to intimidate me, he’ll be waiting a long time; I’m not going anywhere. I keep a poker face, hoping it’s enough to mask that even though I’m here with a fight in my spirit, I can’t help but want to sink into a little hole and hide whenever he’s around.

“I’m Kade O’Connell.” He tilts his head upward, no longer giving me a death stare, and faces the rest of the class. “You all are in my hell now! I run this inferno, and if you want to see the light at the end of this tunnel, you’ll have to fight for it!” he growls. Flashes of his perfectly straight white teeth and sharp canines make their presence known, along with the vein in his neck pulsating as his deep voice continues to wreak havoc. Booker and the rest of the instructors smirk, with their arms crossed—all incredibly fit and massive. They’re watching every single student light up with fear as we all shout, “Yes, sir!”

“You’ll have to fucking earn it!” he exclaims, like he’s enjoying this a bit too much.

He turns back to me, forcing butterflies to flock and gear into fight or flight mode in the middle of my chest. I look straight into his heterochromatic eyes again so he knows I can take him. I won’t let him or any of my instructors intimidate me.

He whistles and hollows his cheeks with a quick tilt of his chin.

“I’m going to enjoy breaking you…” A short, unsettling pause slithers in between us.

He has his sights set on me, doesn’t he?

But then he finishes his taunting sentence.

“All,” he says slowly, but this time, he finishes his rant calmly, giving me and everyone here a whiplash. He smiles darkly because even though he’s announcing it for everyone to hear, it’s me whom he’s looking directly at, like he can’t wait to see me fail. His boots skid amongst the dirt and pebbles as he walks away, taking the ability to breathe oxygen into my lungs with him.

I’ve done exactly what I didn’t want to…caught the attention of the one they call the Beast.
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Violet Isla.

When I first met her, I had no clue who she was, but after catching up with Penny, she mentioned that Adam’s girlfriend was in the course.

My son’s girlfriend is the student who’s breaking records.

Penny and I still talk from time to time. At the end of the day, my ex-wife will always be a part of my life. We have a mutual understanding and respect for one another to keep things civil…civil enough to co-exist for Adam. She sends me updates through e-mails when I’m on missions or deployments, and sometimes, that means I get photos attached to them.

When I checked my e-mail three nights ago, Penny explained how they already miss Violet and attached a photo of all three of them together and captioned it with: The morning she shipped off to Basic.

Her drill sergeant warned me about the first female trainee entering my class. He had nothing but good things to say about the young woman, mainly that she’s unbreakable. A fine soldier who is making waves, but we’ll see about that.

She’s human at the end of the day. She’ll make a mistake, and then it’s back home. Not everyone graduates. She won’t be the only one to fail—more than half the class will.

Of course, we meet on more unnatural terms because my son has withdrawn himself as much as possible from me, and it’s hard to get through to him about anything, especially when it comes to his personal life. I never get to see him, but when I’m home, I always go above and beyond to get to know my estranged son.

Now, I’m in charge of his girlfriend.

I’m her instructor. Her teacher. Her superior.

What a small fucking world.

She’s small and lean, but she hasn’t let that slow her down so far. It feels like she uses that as more motivation to succeed. So far, she’s passed every test, but her personality has peaked. She’s stubborn. She never wants to accept or ask for help, and I don’t like that. We all encourage our soldiers to take initiative, but she refuses when it’s time to delegate.

“Don’t you know who she is? She’s the daughter of the Lion.”

The Lion. Jason Isla. A former Green Beret, known as the Lion for saving hundreds of lives in one single night when they were ambushed. A good man.

Still, it doesn’t mean she’ll get special treatment from me. I don’t play politics in my class.

“I don’t give a fuck. I don’t care if she’s the president’s daughter! She doesn’t get to pass because of who her father is.”

“O’Connell, she’s passing every single test with flying colors.” Booker defends her, as always. My close friend of over twenty years has a soft spot for her, and it shows. Shane Booker is friendly, down-to-earth, and my right-hand man in life outside of our work.

“She’s stubborn. That kind of attitude will only get her and her team killed,” I argue with the cadre next to me. My arms are across my chest as I watch her struggle.

Today is pool day. Testing our limits and strengths when it comes to water operations.

She’s slowing down.

So, The Unbreakable Soldier does have a weakness.

“Or it’ll save her life and the ones around her,” Booker argues. Whistles and the shouts of instructors surround us as other soldiers complete their tasks. As soon as they’re done, it’s on to the next. There’s no stopping in this course.

“Doubtful.” I spit the tobacco I’m chewing by his shoe and smirk. “Look who’s failing? I told you she doesn’t belong here,” I whisper as I lean into his ear with a satisfied grin.

Booker grimaces and then fixates on Violet. His shoulder brushes against mine as he runs toward her. I stalk away without a care in the world.

“She stopped moving.” His words catch my attention, and I turn around with a skip in my heart; it almost makes me smile. I guess I’ll see her leave this school earlier than I thought. What a wonderful start to my day to see another one go down.

I’m an asshole. A barrier I’ve lived with to maintain the cruel mentality I carry. It keeps me from feeling.

“Sh-she’s drowning!” He blows his whistles worriedly, and I roll my eyes.

Why the fuck does he have a soft spot for her? He should be celebrating this with me.

“Someone get her out of there! O’Connell! It’s your job. Get her out of there!”

I point my chin and cross my arms against my silky Army shirt again. My sunglasses hide my signature “I don’t give a flying fuck” expression.

The next thing I know, he jumps in after her. My hand rolls through my beard before I’m palming my hips, annoyed. He grabs her lifeless body in no time and pulls her out with the help of another cadre.

She’s passed out. He places her on her back and gets to work. I watch as I take out a cigarette and light it. Sure enough, seconds later, Ms. Isla returns to the hellish world I’ll continue to force her and every student to live in. She’s coughing up all the water she swallowed, and my jaw clenches with disappointment.

She lives.

“What a shame,” I murmur to Sergeant Slater next to me. His hazel eyes gleam with dark satisfaction. He slaps my shoulders and roars with laughter. Our humor is dark and morbid, something normalized in the military, and I think it’s to prevent us from feeling the extent of the darkness we go through in training or deployments. It’s better to laugh about situations than to feel.

I continue to exit the pool area and move on to the next event, where I will instruct the other students. Slater walks with me and pats my shoulder with a wicked curve of his lips because he knows I’m right. She doesn’t fucking belong here.

I head towards the next grading task and let Booker attend to the weakling.

I don’t care if she lives or dies. It’s my job to eradicate the frail, spineless candidates.

I always break them.

I always celebrate when I hear the words: I quit.

She will break for me.

They always do.
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Drowning is…not fun. I failed the first water portion test, and when I woke up, I thought that was it for me. But Sergeant Booker made it clear I had one more chance after he brought me back to life. Luckily, I passed the water portion on the second try without passing out or freezing. I’ve never been so happy to complete a portion of the school.

I’m in the middle of Land Navigation when I faceplant into the dirt. My rifle flies from me. I cough, sending dirt into my nose. I huff and reach for my canteen, but it’s quickly kicked away into a pile of leaves.

I swear, it’s Willis.

I turn around to spit insults at the asshole, but I’m face to face with those mesmerizing but cruel green and blue eyes.

Master Sergeant O’Connell.

Beast.

He doesn’t like me. He makes it known every chance he gets with his deafening silence and glares. Still, it doesn’t deter me. It only fuels my ambition further.

“Get the hell up!” he snarls, and my heart jolts to my ass. Geez, he’s scary. Looks like someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.

Of course, I do everything I can to keep calm and collected. Sucking a deep breath into my lungs, I turn away from him. Every muscle aches, burns, and screams at me for rest, but my will to prove everyone wrong keeps me going.

Bite your tongue, Violet. Bite it off if you have to. Don’t give them what they want.

“Quit or die. Either way, you’re not going to make it.”

I get on my knees, push myself off the ground, and head for my rifle that landed by a tree trunk. When I get it, I swing it over my shoulder as he continues after me, crushing branches underneath his boots.

He’s trying to get in my head.

“You think you’re here, in my course, in my class because you’re good enough?”

Ignore him.

“No, it’s because your father was someone. But to me, you’re no one!”

Asshole. Lies. They’re just lies to get inside my head. He doesn’t mean it.

“You’re just another number to me. Twenty women have attempted to become special operators under my watch and all twenty have failed. What makes you so special?”

Don’t answer that.

Suddenly, a bolt of pain hits my shin, and I’m face-planting into the ground again. I don’t form any words, but a pained groan slips past my throbbing lips. He tripped me with a kick to the shin.

Dick.

Although a part of me is enjoying it. He’s treating me like the other male students, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I thrive off the pain. It makes winning that much more satisfying.

“Whoops,” he whispers into my ear as he bends his knees. I can feel that signature sinister, brutal grimace he likes to wear when he’s around us, and when his cold breath whooshes against the shell of my ear, I shudder. I’m still on my stomach, and I do everything I can not to throw an elbow at his perfect face.

“Ring the bell. Go home to your family,” he snarls as his scent surrounds me. His cologne, a masculine aroma of mint mixed with cedar, wafts into my nose, almost making me hate him less.

Almost.

“Ring the bell,” he orders me again. His voice is thick with rough demands. Ringing the bell is code for quitting. He’s trying to get into my head and make me quit, but I won’t, and I love that it pisses off him and every other person who doesn’t want me to pass. All of the instructors have this plan to make all the weak-minded soldiers quit in the early stages, but it won’t work for me.

I smile and bat my lashes at him forcefully to mask my dread. He stiffens like he wasn’t expecting it. He’s dressed in an all black shirt and pants, with shades of green, brown, and obsidian camo paint blended on his perfect face like the rest of us.

“No, Master Sergeant,” I chirp simply.

I stare at him, holding his piercing gaze while waves of wrath plow into my soul. He doesn’t blink, and neither do I. Finally, after a few long seconds, he retracts himself from invading my space and walks away. I stare at his muscular back, and that’s when I notice he has a back tattoo slowly making its way to the back of his neck.

I can’t tell exactly what it is. I lie to myself and say I don’t want to find out.

There are three things I’m absolutely certain of regarding the most beastly instructor here.

One—there are no gray areas when it comes to his mentality. There’s only right or wrong. Two, he’s never truly smiled. And three, whenever he’s around me, my heart beats a little faster and harder than it should.
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I passed my first phase. I have a few days open before it’s back to course. But I don’t stop training, even on my days off. Before I hit the gym for the third time today, I have to stop by the post office on base. I walk through the doors and go straight to my box number. I place my key in, turn, and pull it open. I expect an empty cabinet, but my eyes widen when I see there’s something inside.

It’s a miniature version of my grandmother’s blue bear that she keeps with her.

Did she do this?

I exhale a long breath to stop the sting in my throat from growing. It’s a piece of home, and I’ve never been so happy to see a stuffed animal before. Running my hands through the fur, I smile as I watch my once hardened gaze transform into bliss through the black beady eyes. A closed letter is tucked at the bottom of the locker.

My eyes widen at the familiar handwriting.

It’s from my grandmother.

Tearing it open with my key, I pull out the aged, yellow-tinted, worn-out paper. It’s another one of Graham’s love letters to my grandmother. Something white behind it catches my attention before I can start reading.

There’s a separate note on a different sheet of paper.

Call me so we can read this one together. I’m so proud of you, mija.

Love, Grandma

I practically run back to my barracks. As soon as I shut my door, I sit at my desk and hit the FaceTime button.

August 25, 1965

Dear Grace,

When they called my name, I was shocked. It was mail day, and I was cleaning my gun. My heart sank, and I was confused but hopeful. It couldn’t have been my parents because they both died when I was young.

I prayed to God it was from you, and He answered.

So, when I grabbed this sealed envelope and saw your name, I knew it wasn’t over.

I think about you all the time. Your smile gets me through these missions. It’s only been a few weeks, and I already have three friends who are dead. I’m sure you’ll hear about it in the papers soon.

All I can say is thank you. Thank you for writing me a letter. I know you said you didn’t want to start anything with me because of my job…but this letter, Grace. This letter has made me feel like I can breathe for the first time in weeks. We will go to that beach when I return. I promise you.

All my love, Graham

“Grandma, this is the sweetest thing. I like Graham, but I’m scared to know what he did to make you choose my grandpa over him.”

Watching my grandma through a phone screen physically hurts. She rocks in her chair, knitting a blanket, and replies, “He was very sweet.”

Her trembling hands are evident even with the screen fighting for its life with the poor WiFi my phone is connected to. A shy smile curves onto her freckled face, and she sets down the blanket to trace the other letters like she’s eighteen again and still in love.

I wonder what that feels like.

I make sure to fold the letter the same way I received it. Dropping to my knees, I hide it under my bed to keep it out of sight. Standing, I brush my palms over my knees and sit on my chair again.

Grandma stops knitting. Her head hangs low, her hands on the knitting needles, and she doesn’t look up to meet my gaze. I want to word vomit everything I’ve been going through and how badly I miss home, and simple things like buying yogurt at my favorite place downtown or sleeping in at least one day out of the week, but I know it’ll only stress her out. She already has so much going on with her health. I can’t add to it.

“Tell me about Graham. What did he look like?”

Her face changes from a dark frown to a bright one like a Christmas tree.

“He’s tall, pero bien alto. Dark hair and light eyes. So handsome and a gentleman just like your grandpa. Your grandpa and I were coworkers at the restaurant where I met Graham. He would get jealous every time Graham came in to see me.” She waves her hand as if dismissing Grandpa’s past envy.

“Wait, was this a love triangle?”

I’m highly invested. I’m so focused on graduating and my career that I’m afraid I’ll never get to experience what love feels like without it hurting. Although there were times with Adam that were joyful, it still doesn’t erase his betrayal.

She tilts her head back and forth, contemplating. “Maybe, maybe not. You have to keep reading to find out.”

I clap my hands once, excitedly. “I can’t wait to find out why you chose Grandpa over him, and what he did to win you over.”

Bending over, I reach for more letters under the bed. Out of the corner of my eye, my grandma’s finger taps the phone, forcing me to stop. I’ve never seen her move that fast.

“One letter at a time! Ya te dije.” She scolds me loudly, raising one brow high and causing creases to form on her forehead.

“Abuelita…” I pout.

“Look, I don’t want you to finish the letters before your graduation. Promise you’ll wait for me?”

“And what if I don’t make it?” My confidence shrinks momentarily. Beast is constantly watching me like a hawk, waiting for an opportunity to grill me until I say the words I quit.

“You will pass. Don’t talk like that,” she scolds me. “Just stay focused and confident.”

“Most of my instructors are waiting to see me fail. They want me to quit.” I roll my eyes, biting my nails nervously when Master Sergeant O’Connell comes to mind. Tall, dark, handsome, and all mean. He treats and looks at me like I’m a nuisance he can’t wait to get rid of. Every other instructor lets their guard down—even if it’s for a second to laugh with us. However, Master Sergeant is a machine with no sense of humor. I still think he’s a robot hiding underneath a meat suit.

“I promise you’ll pass,” she says comfortingly. Her eyes squint in a way that’s maternal and warm.

“I know I will, too.”

She nods supportively.

“Even though you won’t be home, I’m making flan for your grandpa’s birthday because I know it’s your favorite.”

A weight falls from my shoulders. She remembers his birthday coming up.

She remembers.

“Really?” I squeak, as my mouth waters, as I imagine the soft pudding-like texture melting in my mouth.

I’m so jealous!

“Si, mijita. You know how it gets super hot after it’s freshly made, right? I’m going to let it cool down overnight, and your grandpa and I will have it in your honor. When it’s your birthday, I’ll make it for you, and your grandpa, and I will sing happy birthday.”

“I’m going to be twenty-two years old—that’s really not necessary.” 

She snickers, “I will always consider you my baby. Even when you’re old and gray.” She touches the phone screen as if playing with my hair, like she used to do whenever I was with her. “You will always be my granddaughter.” She pauses, and the vibes in the room, in her tone, take a turn. She holds onto my gaze, her eyes gray around the rims of her irises as she stares into my soul vehemently. “And if I forget you…just know I will always love you. This disease might take my body, mija, but it will not take my spirit. And my spirit will always be with you.” A weak smile spreads across her cheeks.

My chest tightens, tears prick my eyes, and I throw my hands over my face. She’s the one who’s losing herself. I don’t have the right to cry—it’s selfish.

“Grandma, it truly isn’t fair that this is happening.”

I’m a mess. A complete and utter distraught mess, while I sob alone in my room. My lips shake, and my whimpers get drowned out by my palm. I embrace the bear to my chest and sniffle. Her staple floral perfume enters my senses, and I sob harder. It even smells like her.

My grandma is everything to me.

“No lo puedo hacer. No puedo vivir sin ti. Eres mi mundo. Estoy perdida sin ti.” I can’t do this. I can’t live without you. You’re my world. I’m lost without you.

She’s taught me everything I know—my guide who has always taught me to choose a path of morals and faith.

She’s shown me unconditional love.

Why would God do this to my grandma? She’s the most dedicated Catholic. Her faith never fails in Him. I’ve prayed and asked the same question repeatedly since her diagnosis, knowing I’ll never get the answer to it. Death is a part of life, but I didn’t think this day would come, and the way it has.

As I continue to feel the stress of completing this school and all the built-up tension, her health hits me harder than it ever has before in a moment of clarity and harsh acceptance. 

I’m going to lose her.

I’ve been so busy chasing my goals that I forget she’s dying. I can’t lose her. She’s…everything.

I’m lost in a land of darkness right now, and she is the light slowly fading away. I can’t fathom the thought of her not being here to talk to or hold.

I wish grandparents could live forever.

“Yes, you can. You’re strong. I taught you to be strong. Fuerte. You are an Isla. You are a part of me. You will always be okay.” She weakly smiles, holding back her own tears, and I nod, sniffling my unleashed, sullen outburst away. “Now, I don’t want to see you shed another tear over this—make us all proud.”

“Okay.”

I run a hand over my red face, forcing a smile–a mask. I have the worst feeling though, because I think Beast is just getting started with me. I’m not sure how many more fake smiles I have left.
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VIOLET
SEVEN MONTHS UNTIL GRADUATION


My rucksack is packed, ready to go at five in the morning. My lids feel like they want to stay glued shut, my legs and shoulders are sore, but I keep soldiering on. I’m almost halfway there, and I’m surpassing every test since the pool incident.

We’re on buses, headed to do more Land Navigation for two days—something my father taught me how to do well. I have no doubts I’ll pass. Roberts sits next to me, nodding off every other second, so I nudge him with my shoulder to keep him awake.

“Let me sleep.”

“What if⁠—”

“The instructors aren’t going to be here to smoke us. If I were you, I’d use my shoulder to sleep on. Now, hurry up before I change my mind,” Roberts grumbles, slumping in his seat.

“Fine.”

When the buses stop, it jolts me awake. It felt like I blinked, and I’m nowhere near fully rested, but I’ll take the mini re-fuel. The bus ride lasted an hour. I passed out in seconds once my cheek met his shoulder.

Once I step off the bus, I take in my surroundings. We’re in the middle of the North Carolina woods, a specified off-limits to civilians training area for the course.

We’re going to spend all day here because Land Nav begins at night. We’ll be monitored by our instructors, who will wear night vision goggles with thermal capabilities, keeping an eye on us. They need to make sure we’re not cheating or lost.

As everyone unloads, we stand and wait for the following order. I find Sergeant Booker and Slater engaged in a conversation with the other instructors by a truck, but the monster everyone hides from is absent.

My muscles relax when I realize he isn’t here after continuing to search every corner.

Good.

[image: ]


I ate an MRE for lunch. The entire time I chewed on the beef stew, I pictured a mean, double-cheese hamburger with bacon instead. Booker and Slater have been barking out orders since we arrived. We have a small window to relax, so I take Robert’s invitation to accompany him while he smokes.

“Fuck, I struggle with Land Nav,” Roberts says while taking a drag of his cigarette. He holds up his pack of Camel Crush and offers me one.

I shake my head.

“Don’t smoke?”

“No.”

“I can’t seem to quit.” He shrugs.

The air shifts as clouds pass by, hiding the sun. The winds turn cooler, and a shiver runs down my spine. I look up at the sky, expecting to see signs of a rainstorm, but it’s just cloudier than usual. Why did the lively aura change quickly?

But then someone’s terrifying, intimidating, familiar shadow hovers over all of us, and everyone straightens their spines. I know this feeling all too well. A soul-sucking demonic presence is here stealing our confidence.

He’s here.

Turning around, I meet Instructor Beast’s towering figure. He stands straight with his arms crossed against his chest, sand boots planted to the ground, wearing the same handsome, hardass, mean expression. His signature, all black aviators sit perfectly on the bridge of his nose. He sweeps all of us, but his stare lingers a second more when he gets to me.

“What the fuck are you guys standing around for? Get everything you’ll need. It’s going to be a looong night,” he singsongs cruelly.

Everyone files through to a table where all of the instructors are standing by. I grab everything I need: a GPS device that allows our instructors to track our exact location in case we get lost, a protractor, three MREs, and emergency flares. I’m confident I have everything, so I take three steps away when a sinking sensation drills inside my stomach. I forgot to grab the map.

Pivoting on my foot, the small branches underneath it break as I hurry back, but Beast swarms me. I freeze, my lungs constricting when he gets in front of me. He’s blocking my path to the map. It’s right beside me, taunting me, but there’s a thick, monstrous wall in front of it, casting a deadly glare, purposefully.

He’s singling me out.

No, no, no.

“Oh, you want the map?” He clenches his jaw.

Meeting his gaze, I control my pounding heart and suck in a breath. We all need the map to pass.

“Yes, Master Sergeant.”

“You’ll have to buy it.”

My heart drops.

I fucked up.

He’s got me.

I only took a few steps away when I realized my error, and he’s punishing me for it. What did I expect? He never shows mercy to anyone—especially me.

“One thousand ruck-sack burpees is a fair exchange.”

Crap.

My shoulders deflate.

Booker cuts in, sauntering over to Master Sergeant.

“Beast. It’s going to take her four hours,” he says in a low voice, attempting not to draw any attention from students, but I can still hear him. He runs his hand over his mustache while he has his back to me, but Beast keeps his vision zeroed in on my face. I remain in the position of attention, deadpanning.

Master Sergeant glances at his digital watch, lifting his left wrist and pursing his lips nonchalantly.

“Well then, she’d better get started.” He steps closer to my face, looking down at me like I’m a bug he wants to squash underneath his boot. “Or would you like to quit, Isla?” His voice deepens.

The mask I’ve trained myself to wear when he’s around is on and not going anywhere, even though I’m trembling on the inside. A bead of sweat rolls down my cheek and off my chin when I shake my head.

“I don’t quit, Master Sergeant.”

He clicks his tongue, pissed off, and stares at me hard for what feels like hours. He wants me to fold. He wants me gone so bad, and I’m not giving it to him. I can feel the attention of every single instructor and student on us. I know most of them are hoping I’ll take it back, give him the finger, and walk away from the course for good, but this gives me another opportunity to prove why I belong here.

“Begin,” he huffs.

His hands fall to his side as he stalks away. His footsteps thunder as he leaves. The tension between us is so palpable I feel it in my bones.

First, he let me drown. Now? Four hours of burpees with a fifty-pound rucksack on? He really does want me to die or get really fucking close.
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KADE
SIX MONTHS UNTIL GRADUATION


I’m hard on her, but I’m hard on her for a reason. She is an astonishing woman with a positive spirit and an infectious smile. She’s strong, but she hasn’t met her limits yet. I’ll keep pushing her until she breaks, and I’ll build her back up stronger when she does. Like I’ve done with each one of my students before her. But there’s one major issue.

She isn’t breaking, and it’s frustrating as fuck.

She’s full of ambition, strong, resilient, and most of all…breathtakingly beautiful.

I’m not talking about her looks, even though everyone looks at her when she enters a room. She’s alluring in how she breathes, talks, and in how she shows kindness and grace when she doesn’t have to. She manages to carry and balance all those things on her shoulders while fighting her way through the school with strict restrictions on herself. Her intelligence and knowledge leave every cadre and me stunned.

I can see why my son and she have been together for as long as they have. She’s breathtaking and devastatingly hard to ignore, and fuck, how I need to ignore her.

How am I supposed to ignore her when everything about her is gravitating? I hate the way I notice all the little details about Violet Isla. The complex color of her light brown eyes with golden flecks. How she only has one dimple. I caught it when she laughed at something Booker said. She’s so determined, with a fire ready to burn her own world for her country if she has to. She never quits. She’s everything the Army needs.

I take a drag of my cigarette and blow it into the air. I know I may seem like a miserable piece of shit that doesn’t want to see her or any of them pull through, but it’s not my truth. I’m hard on them for a reason. I need them to be prepared for what I’ve seen and what war is like. Deep down inside, I know I can’t protect them from it, but I can try.

I only have a year left until retirement, and I’m not looking forward to what civilian life holds for me. I like my team. My job. My career. It’s all I’ve done for the past nineteen years, and I’m proud of my accomplishments. Still, the scars I hold forever took pieces of me.

The worst scars are the ones you can’t see—the ones imprinted in your soul and the ones you take to your grave.

Who would want a man full of scars with stories that turned me into a cold-blooded man?

It’s two in the morning, and I can’t sleep.

I’m on the beach, staring at the waves, trying to let the ocean drown out the heaviness I carry daily, but all I hear are gunshots, bombs, and my men screaming. The sounds of war curse me, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to escape them. I’m lost inside my head with my black boots in the sand.

I get lost and zone out sometimes whenever I see fire. One minute, I’m here, and the next, I’m pointing a gun at my skull.

Damon Hawk always comes back to haunt me. He was a kid when he joined the military. He used to be one of my students but didn’t make it through the last stage to become a Green Beret. He was a great soldier. Always on time, strong, intelligent, no bullshit kind of man.

The night he lost his life…I was there.

Terrorists captured him, and he was in their grasp for months. At that time, we were confident we were going to rescue him. SEAL Team Executioners and my team were assigned to work together…the best teams in the world were there that cruel night.

My body aches from going so hard in the gym. I hoped all those deadlifts and bench presses would push me to the point of exhaustion and hurt. But it doesn’t compare to the pain I feel in my head like a prison. Being a cadre again…it’s triggering. That’s a fucking understatement.

I pull out the piece of wood I’m working on, along with my custom-made knife, and carve. Even though my body is in North Carolina, my mind is transported back to Iraq.

“Help me! Help me!”

Damon Hawk’s screams still linger in my head, but it was the silence that followed that was horribly louder than his pleas for mercy. The silence meant he was gone, and he’s another brother we couldn’t save. Fuck. He just died, and I don’t want to accept that we failed him.

Don’t feel. Don’t fucking feel it.

I walk out of the torture building, now painted in black from all the smoke. The smell of a human corpse burning isn’t something that will ever leave you. Seeing Damon Hawke in that way will forever haunt my nightmares and make my heart chip further from the cruel reality of war.

We were so fucking close. I was counting it down in my head. I was right behind Operator Bane when Zeke broke open the door.

Ten, nine, eight…

We were just a few seconds from saving his life, and now? He’s gone.

I’m coughing, trying to control myself, and constantly wiping my eyes from the burning sensation. I suck in the fresh air, letting the cold winds run through my lungs as I blink through blurred vision. The area is surrounded by aircraft and special operators from all branches, but it doesn’t matter anymore.

It’s a mission that failed.

Grim stalks past me, brushing his shoulder against mine. He’s taken off his signature Reaper mask, and I recognize that familiar look all too well.

Guilt, grief, and dark demons.

“Well, if it isn’t Master Sergeant O’Connell, Operator fucking…” He stops walking, and his ocean eyes brighten a little.

“Grim.” We embrace each other in a brotherly hug. We pat each other’s backs and shake each other’s gloved hands.

“Jesus…you’re still out on missions, old man?” he jokes.

I take off my balaclava and run a hand through my hair.

“You’ll have to take my skills and ambition out of my cold, dead hands, Grim.”

“I don’t blame you. Even when I’m home, I’m aching to return to work. It’s an obsession.”

He can’t match my gaze anymore and starts to play with something in his pocket. He pulls out a pink cross necklace and smirks.

“It’s an honor to have worked on this mission with you. It feels like old times.” He shakes his head, and with a stressed gaze, he meets my distant eyes.

“How the fuck do you do it, Master Sergeant?”

“Do what, brother?” My brow lifts as I look for my pack of cigarettes.

“Live up to your name? Live up to the military’s expectations? With so much death that surrounds you and me. We’re the team leaders, the ones everyone and the military depend on to make these difficult decisions. How do you fucking do it all without breaking?” Grim’s deep voice searches for comfort that I can’t give him. Truth be told, I don’t know how to do it. I’ve become numb. Fear is a fucking weakness out here. If I dare dwell in those emotions, I have a feeling it’ll lead to my death.

“Stop talking like that. You’re lacking conviction. There’s no place for that here. I taught you that.”

Grim stops twirling the cross necklace and places it back into his pocket like it’s sacred. I don’t remember him being religious.

He parts his lips, but a familiar voice blares behind my shoulder.

“The legendary fucking Operator Kade O’Connell! Holy shit!” Kane Slaughter, call sign Operator Bane, comes up from behind me. He places his hand on my shoulder, giving it a friendly squeeze, and I smirk. He’s on Grim’s SEAL team.

“Sir! It’s an honor to have you here with us tonight.”

I grimace.

“It’s not a fucking honor, Slaughter,” I snap.

Grim tilts his head, watching me intently. Kane flinches.

“We lost a good man tonight.”

“You knew him?” Kane asks softly.

“Damon Hawke used to be one of my students. He was supposed to return to the course in about six months to become one of us. A special operator—a Green Beret, and now? I get to attend his funeral. If you’ll do me a fucking favor and wipe that naive grin off your face because there’s nothing to smile about right now.” I point to the burning building behind me. I clench my jaw tight, and all three of us watch Damon’s dead body being escorted by a group of soldiers. They’re in charge of taking his body back home to be reunited with his family.

Grim straightens his posture, as do I. I roll my neck, causing it to pop several times as the two men look at each other like they’re estranged.

“Yes, sir,” Kane nods his head at me. 

He hides his dark blue eyes like he’s ashamed. He kicks a rock with his boot before he turns. “I didn’t know he was one of your students,” he concedes.

“Well, now you do.” A sting hits my eye, but I blink it away before I can feel. In a split second, the pain is gone, and the numbness I’ve taught myself to become addicted to returns.

Whenever I’m in this state of mind, I don’t feel. It’s a shield I wear so perfectly now. It’s the reason why everyone fears me and the reason why everyone calls me Operator Beast.

Everyone says I don’t have a heart, and I believe it myself at this point. When was the last time I could smile without having this anchor of dread weigh me down? I don’t know what it’s like to feel happy anymore, but I’m proud of that. It’s what makes me strong. Because if I can’t feel happy, I can’t feel pain, either. Numb is the way I live, and I thrive like that. It’s what helps me survive the wars I fight and what helps me win the battles I endure in my head.

Helicopter blades whip the air in the distance just as mics start to go off in our ears, and we all start to disperse because it’s time for the next mission.

“Excuse me. I’m heading back to base,” I snap. Kane steps back from me just as Grim runs a hand through his beard. Bane and Grim look at each other and then back at me, nodding.

I stalk toward the parked Black Hawk helicopter, already preparing for the next mission instead of trying to grieve Damon’s loss. I won’t let myself feel it. It’ll hurt too much, and I’m not that type of man.

I’m a monster.
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VIOLET
THREE MONTHS UNTIL GRADUATION
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As someone who grew up in mixed martial arts since she could walk, combative training excites me.

Willis stands before me with a chip on his shoulder and an overconfident grin reaching his brown eyes.

“Come on, hit me right here.” He taps his jaw with his gloved hand, prompting me to take the bait.

“Antagonizing her isn’t a good idea,” Preston warns him from behind the cage. I look over Willis’s shoulder and meet Preston’s death glare. He’s still upset about what transpired five minutes ago. I barely put any pressure on his elbow before he tapped incredibly fast.

No one has beaten me yet, and I’m having too much fun to stop.

“Come on, I bet those little arms don’t have reach. That’s why you haven’t thrown a punch yet. I bet you⁠—”

Before he can get another word out, I strike fast. My fist connects with the end of his chin, sending him to the ground with only the whites of his eyes showing. His limp body lands with a loud thud on his back, the rest of him facing the dim ceiling. My arm retracts, and I scoff, satisfied.

Everyone outside of the cage shouts excitedly and rattles the metal with their hands, like we’re at a Sunday football game and someone scored a touchdown.

I can feel Beast’s eyes on me. He stands beside the other instructors, arms crossed over his chest. His tatted arms are perfectly contoured with muscles. He flexes them each time another man goes down. It’s eating away at Beast to see every man go down.

Willis comes to consciousness seconds later. He walks out with Sergeant Slater, who asks him question after question to clear him of needing medical attention. With my hand on my hip, I’m sucking in breath after breath, pacing up and down as I wait for the next one. My sore knuckles brush my upper lip, clearing the built-up perspiration.

“Roberts!” Sergeant Booker calls out another soldier. Roberts runs inside, but then his pace morphs into a walk when he heads straight for me. He nudges my arm with his elbow softly and leans into my ear.

“Don’t go easy on me,” he declares with a giddy smirk.

“Wasn’t planning on it.” I wink at him as he grips my ponytail’s ends and pulls my hair from behind jokingly. A short tug to rouse my emotions. I push him off me, and he chuckles lightly.

Roberts is one of the good ones in this class. He is always kind and respectful and treats me like any other classmate. He rounds me, throwing everything he’s got, but it’s not enough.

With blood dripping down my lips and my forearms tucked underneath his neck, choking him, his heavy body goes limp in my hold. As soon as he does, I let go and stand.

“Fuck this,” Willis comments from behind the cage.

I’m going to graduate. I will become one of the first female special operators to join the short list of strong, accomplished women, and it’s killing them all.

Someone’s footsteps thud loudly behind me. I peer over my shoulder and see a familiar head of black hair. Preston beelines for me, ready to attack. He’s taking advantage of my back being turned. Every single cadre in the vicinity barks at Preston to stop, but it’s too late. He clocks me in the jaw with his bare hand. His big knuckles dig into my chin until my head flings to the side. Red sprays out of my mouth and onto the mat. Adrenaline disguises the amount of pain I’m in, and the only thing I feel is the need to give him a taste of his own medicine until he’s begging for mercy. I jerk my head to face him and find him already cocking his fist, ready to give me another bitter strike to my face.

He swings and only receives air as his victim. Sliding backward on my feet, I punch him three times in the stomach and then pull his arm back until he bellows in pain. He’s sucking in the air I forced out of him, coughing and twitching in an attempt to escape, but he fails. His already reddened face turns into a pale reflection as my eyes burn the side of his face with a warning vengeance. He casts his regret-filled look over his shoulder with a bulging forehead vein, redness invading the whites in his eyes. I spit out iron crimson, and it lands by his feet.

“Fuck you, Isla!” Preston squeals.

Smirking, I lean in until my mouth is mere inches from his ear.

“No, fuck you, motherfucker,” I screech loudly, hoping Willis and all his hazing friends can hear and read between the lines.

“I am the Lion’s daughter.”

My patience has thinned into madness—a sinister grin reaches my eyes as I enjoy making Preston squirm. “I want you to take one good look at me because it’s the last face you’ll see until you wake up.” I spit condescendingly into his ear as he grits his teeth, but it doesn’t do enough to hide his frustrated whimpers. I knock him out cold with my fist.

“Everyone out!” Beast snarls. His voice booms and bounces off the walls. I grin, satisfied.

Roberts gets up, dazed out of his mind. I go to help him walk, passing Preston’s sleeping body.

“Lean on me,” I murmur, guilt gnawing at me. He nods like he’s embarrassed to give in to my kind gesture. I go to give him my shoulder with my arm around his, but a large, calloused hand grabs my wrist until his fingers dig into my skin. I hiss, and Beast gets into my face. I can smell that same intoxicating cedar cologne scent, with a hint of his cigarettes. He grabs Roberts by the collar and yanks him forward, forcing Roberts to stumble over his feet.

“Go see the medic.” His voice is strangely cool, calm, and collected despite his murderous expression. Whenever he resorts to this tone instead of yelling, frankly, it’s more terrifying. I turn over to Preston’s sleeping body as he gets carried out by four cadres.

Serves him right.

“You heard Beast! Everyone get the fuck out!” Booker shouts.

“Not you.” He pushes me back. I’m so thrown off by his sudden burst of anger that I stumble, unprepared.

“Okay?”

“You could have killed him, Isla.” Another push.

“He told me not to go easy on him.” He keeps stalking forward until my back hits the cage. “And Preston deserved it.”

The vein in his neck is protruding through his tanned skin. He places both hands on either side of my head, caging me in.

I’m not letting him get to me.

I control my emotions and tilt my chin as he towers over me.

“Beast!” Booker warns him—almost protectively. Booker has always looked at me with compassion—Beast…not so much.

Beast slowly turns to him over his shoulder, with narrowed brows. I can’t see his eyes. They’re hidden beneath his aviators, but I’m sure they’re sending daggers his way. Booker clears his throat like he can’t hold his gaze and walks away, leaving us alone while cursing under his breath. He knows what Beast is doing is more than just a teacher-student moment.

It’s hazing. He wants me to quit so bad, but it’s not in my fucking blood to.

Fuck. I’d be lying if I weren’t trembling from how much I fear him. At the same time, that little voice in my head tells me I like it when he’s mean to me because I have the power to get under his cruel skin.

We’re alone again. My heart hammers in my ears. The way he closes the distance with that entrapping masculine body of his always has me in a chokehold. Still, he’s an asshole.

And…he’s Adam’s dad. And my instructor.

Snap out of it, Violet.

Beast turns back to me. His beautiful lips lift into a haunting, sinful smirk.

“Am I dismissed, sir?” I ask nonchalantly.

There’s another pause of tense silence. You could hear a pin drop. I dart my vision to the exit of the building, wondering what the hell is going through his head now.

He leans forward, and my breath hitches. Fire travels into my blood, infecting every cell, until I feel like I’m getting burned alive. His mouth is right by the shell of my ear, making me want to punch him in the face for being so hard on me. I know I can take him, but my hatred for him grows by the day.

What is he going to make me do now? What over-the-top punishment does he have up his sleeve? One thousand push-ups?

“Watch yourself, Isla. Because if it were me, you were sparring, you’d tap out. I don’t show mercy like you showed every one of them.”

He pulls back.

“Is that a threat?” I say loosely.

“It’s a fact. You don’t like me very much, do you?” he coos wickedly.

I grind my teeth, fighting the urge to walk away from him. He leans in again, and this time, he gets really close to my face. The tips of our noses almost brush together.

“Good.” His voice is deep and his words slow. “I’m doing my fucking job right, then, Isla. I want you to hate me. I bet you’d like to hit me right now, huh?” he taunts.

I keep my eyes on the exit and focus on what I came here to do. To prove everyone wrong. If I punch his lights out right now, I’ll be kicked out of here faster than I can blink.

“No, sir.”

He scoffs.

“Highly doubtful, but if you’re going to punch me, make sure to do it like this.” He grabs my hand, tucking in my thumb. I glare at him, even though he smiles from ear to ear like he’s enjoying ticking me off.

“You’re dismissed.” He pivots to the side, not looking at me anymore. I don’t bother to pay him any more attention and practically bolt forward.

“And Isla? One more thing.”

I reach the door and grip the doorknob.

“Careful…” His tone is stern, warning me again in his drill sergeant voice. He takes his sunglasses off, and I’m met with those entrapping, sinister eyes. So vibrant and texturized, like a wolf. “There will be consequences if another man holds you like that again.”

The way the words rolled off his tongue so effortlessly, I could have sworn there was a possessive fire intertwined between each word. His voice deepened, sending an eruption of butterflies in the pit of my stomach. There’s an uncomfortable pause full of tension between us. Or is this all in my head?

His jaw flexes. He can order me around and put an emotionless, alpha-hole facade on display, but his eyes give more away than he thinks.

My cheeks warm, and I stare at him, waiting for him to continue.

What does he want me to say to that?

He clears his throat and places his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. “You know, it can be seen as inappropriate.”

I quirk an eyebrow.

For letting him grab my waist for support? Really?

He clears his throat when his phone chimes, and he breaks his gaze from mine.

I roll my eyes and exit the building without another glance.

As soon as the door closes behind me, someone’s hot breath clouds my ear.

“You better watch your fucking back. Most of the guys don’t want you here. You don’t belong in our space! The instructors won’t always be there to protect you.” Willis and Preston shove me with their shoulders before they march forward with a menacing edge to their cruel stares.

I spit out more blood and laugh.

I don’t need protection.

“You’re going to regret entering the course, Isla. I have plans for you.” Willis sneers from a few feet away.

Great.

In addition to trying to survive Beast, I have to watch out for Willis and his insecure crew of followers.
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KADE
ONE MONTH UNTIL GRADUATION


Ican’t stop thinking of the way that little stubborn pain in my ass rolled her eyes at me. I can’t stop thinking of the way it had me flinching to bark out more punishments for her. The biggest problem of it all? I can’t stop thinking about how much I liked it and the way it had a surge of blood rushing to my dick.

Guilt crashes into me, reminding me of how wrong it is to have that flutter of emotion. She makes me feel…I thought this type of fire was dead to me. 

It’s Thanksgiving break, and almost all of my students, except for a few, flew back home. I have some administrative stuff to take care of here, plus my mother isn’t home, and my son wants nothing to do with me. There is no “going home” for me. My job is it for me, as it has been for the past nineteen years.

I’m already itching to return to class. I don’t know what to do with myself if I’m not in uniform. And a part of me misses seeing one of my students.

Fuck.

My current assignment as her instructor makes it impossible to escape her, and I don’t ever turn a job down. What is wrong with me?

“Come on, Kade…just like old times, right?” Karen lowers herself until she’s on her knees, and her ass sits on the heels of her feet. Bringing my short glass of whiskey to my lips, I take a swig. The familiar poison helps me relax, but it doesn’t change the glare I’m sending her as she plays with my belt.

Karen.

Our relationship started as co-workers years ago. Now we’re friends who sometimes like to bed each other. She’s not my girlfriend. Never has been. We take care of each other’s needs from time to time.

“Where is that mind of yours tonight?” she whispers seductively. Her tongue swipes at her bottom lip. “My mouth is watering to taste you again.”

I continue glaring at her and return the glass to my mouth. My whole body grows warm, and the demons are silenced. Why not add a good meaningless fuck to it tonight? That’s what it always is with Karen—she never expects more. She knows I don’t kiss on the mouth, either; a rule I’ve had regarding my one-night stand relationships since I divorced. Kissing is intimate, and I don’t intend to break my rules for anyone.

But when she unzips my jeans, it does the opposite for me. My dick remains flaccid. She doesn’t impact me, not even a fraction.

I’m a numb man who doesn’t know how to feel shit anymore after the things I’ve seen and experienced, but for some odd reason, Violet Isla intrigues me beyond a teacher-student relationship. I shouldn’t think of my son’s girlfriend more than I do, but it’s hard when her smile makes me weak. Her voice, her drive, and her strength have me captivated.

“No, Karen. Not tonight,” I murmur.

I’m inebriated, and even when I like to have drunk sex, tonight is different. I can’t do it. I can’t fuck Karen’s mouth because the truth is, I haven’t been okay lately, and as much as I want to fuck my survivor’s guilt away, I won’t do it.

She ignores my refusal and wraps her hand around my cock, stroking it up and down from base to tip, and I grimace.

“Why not? I’ll do all the work; you can just sit back and enjoy.” She licks her lips again and opens her mouth wide so I can see the top of her tongue.

I snatch her wrists firmly.

“I said, no, goddammit,” I snarl. Karen’s mouth closes, and she narrows her brows at me. She gets to her feet with flattened lips.

“What’s wrong with you? You haven’t texted or called since you started teaching this cycle. Who else has your attention? Because I clearly don’t have yours.” She’s seething as she backs away from me with an edge to her whiny tone. She places her hands on her waist, waiting for me to respond.

Why is she acting this way? I thought we were on the same page. Is she growing feelings for me?

I remain calm and collected.

I stand, and the chair screeches back violently. I tuck my dick back into my boxers and pull my zipper back up. 

She clicks her tongue impatiently.

When I reach the window to my office, I rub my temples. I watch the ocean waves and see a bright bonfire on the beach. I keep my vision zeroed in on it until my tension eases.

“Nothing’s wrong with me.” I rub the nape of my neck.

“Then why won’t you fuck me?” she clips back.

I’m mentally checked out. I sigh and close my eyes, gripping the edge of the windowsill.

Maybe I should fuck her and be the asshole that everyone thinks I am and have lived up to. I stare hard at the ocean as my phone vibrates in my pocket.

“Hello? Earth to Kade?”

I take it out, hoping it’s Adam. I’ve called and texted him weekly, and he still ignores me.

“It’s my son’s mother. Give me a second.”

Penny:


Happy Thanksgiving!




“Listen, Kade. I like you a lot, and I forgive you.”

What the fuck? She forgives me for not wanting to have sex tonight?

“And I know how you like to fuck. I miss your touch and the way you mark me. No other man fucks me like you do. You’re stressed out, and I’m ready to take that away from you for a couple of hours tonight, just like I’ve done these past few years. So if you change your mind and get out of this grumpy episode you’re having. My hotel room number is 568…I’m at the motel on base. Text me when you change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

She scoffs behind me, and the sound of the door shutting follows.

Me:


Happy Thanksgiving. How are you and Adam doing?




Penny:


I’m good. Busy with work, as always. Adam’s doing good, too. He looks like me more and more every day, but when it comes to his habit of being a perfectionist, that’s all you. He’s in his sophomore year of college and getting straight As. We spent Thanksgiving dinner together, but he left right after eating.




Me:


I’m glad he’s doing great in school. He left on Thanksgiving Day? He must be with his girlfriend.




I don’t know why I’m prying so hard like this. I’ve never asked about his love life, but a sting hits my chest because I dread the answer. Of course, they’re together, and I hope they’re happy.

Penny:


Actually, no. I asked about Violet, but he said she didn’t come home for the holidays. She stayed wherever she’s training. They may be having problems, but I don’t like hovering, so I haven’t asked.




Is she still here? Why?

I hold my phone, staring at the keyboard, not knowing what to say. I’m a man of few words, but suddenly I want to bombard her with endless questions.

Sometimes, when soldiers stay behind, it’s because they don’t have a home to return to. What’s going on between Adam and Violet? Where are her parents? Her siblings? Or cousins?

As my thumb shakes over the screen, someone’s terror-filled screams demand my attention.
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VIOLET


[image: musical notes] everything i wanted by Billie Eilish

Isnuck onto the rooftop of the building with the best ocean view. Oddly enough, the door to get up here wasn’t locked.

Ever since I drowned, I haven’t been able to look at water in quite the same way. Still, the experience doesn’t change how I feel about the beach. It’s quiet up here. It’s the perfect place to let my guard down, and no one will notice that I’m struggling if I decide to break. I chug my fourth beer and repeatedly stare at the text messages on my cell. The texts that made me cancel my flight back home.

Grandpa:


Grandma is having a bad time right now. She’s sick and hospitalized. She isn’t allowed any visitors, except for me. I’m sorry, Violet.




Me:


It’s okay, Grandpa. Please keep me updated. How did the flan turn out?




Grandpa:


We never got to have it. She doesn’t remember how to make it anymore. She got frustrated and wouldn’t let me help her.




With a growing lump in my throat, a sting hits my eyes, but I refuse to let the tears fall. I feel like I’m losing the only family I have left each day.

Should I quit?

Fuck no.

I shake my head.

My grandmother wouldn’t want that for me.

“Oh, look, who it is.” Willis’s voice makes my skin crawl. He’s been doing little things here and there to annoy the crap out of me. He’s even been hiding my gear, so I’ll fail. Luckily, his attempts haven’t been working.

“Oh, look, it’s Creepy Willy.” I bring the beer back to my lips, take a swig, and keep my eyes in front of me.

“Don’t fucking call me that, you little bitch,” he snaps.

“Why do you hate me so much, Willis? Are you projecting?” I laugh. Usually, I don’t engage in his taunting, but the alcohol is infiltrating my personality tonight.

“Projecting what? That you don’t belong here in Special Forces? That you’re a weak whore who shouldn’t even be here?”

I meet his expression. He stands there in his workout clothes—black shorts with an Army shirt. His nostrils are flared, and his brown eyes give me a once-over, the kind that makes me uncomfortable.

“Projecting your insecurities because this “weak whore” surpassed you on all tests and scores,” I shoot back. “I came up here for some peace and quiet. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like you to leave me alone.” I turn around and face the crashing waves. High tides wash over the sand, and there’s a full moon illuminating the sky. It’s a beautiful night with a salty breeze despite the terrible company.

After placing my phone back into my pocket, I cross my arms and throw my head back, trying to forget anything and everything. Maybe he’ll leave if I give him the silent treatment.

Suddenly, I’m off my feet, being pushed over the roof. I scream at the top of my lungs, completely blindsided by the level of hatred he’s gone to. The asshole has his arms around my waist, rough and assaulting, completely catching me off guard. Both of my hands manage to grasp the railing while my chest collides with the side of the building, forcing me to lose my breath. My legs are dangling in the air.

I glance at the ground quickly and calculate the height. It’s not high enough to kill me, but the distance is enough to break something if I fall.

“I’m so fucking tired of seeing your face where it doesn’t belong. There. I’ll leave you alone now.” Willis’s lips lift into an evil grin.

“Willis! What the fuck!”

Giving me his back, he leaves just like he promised. My heart thunders inside my rib cage as I mumble curse words. I grip the railing tightly. I have no doubt I can lift myself, but when I peer down again, fear spikes my veins, and the trembling starts.

I’ve always been scared of heights.

Gritting my teeth, I attempt to pull myself up, but my shaking won’t stop. I falter and yelp. Blood rushes to my head just as I break out in a sweat. One hand slips free, but my other still holds my body. The thought of falling and hitting my head assaults my brain.

I’m fucking spooked.

“Isla, what the fuck are you doing?” Master Sergeant O’Connell’s voice booms over my head.

Oh, thank God. I know Kade doesn’t like me, but he doesn’t seem the type to have me dying on his watch.

Or maybe he is…shit.

“Oh, you know, just hanging around,” I joke, forcing a smile through a heavy breath. His cruel expression doesn’t budge.

Tough crowd.

A bead of sweat slowly leaks down my temple. I grit my teeth again as I attempt to get myself up, but those intrusive thoughts win again. I don’t want to tell him the truth about how I ended up in this situation. It’ll only give me more hassle if I’m seen as someone who can’t fight their own battles if I expose the fact that Willis threw me over.

Kade studies me, and he notices how I’m convulsing.

“Calm down, Isla. I’ve seen you max out your pull-ups.”

“Sir, can you give me a hand?”

“No,” he says simply.

“But sir⁠—”

“You’re capable of pulling yourself up.”

My mouth falls open. How is he so calm about me possibly falling to my death?

He swallows, his throat moving up and down.

“You’re really not going to help?”

“Stop shaking and do as you’re told, soldier.” A strong breeze hits us. Dark brown hair falls over his forehead as he watches me with distant eyes.

“Master Sergeant. I can’t.”

“Don’t you ever fucking say those two words to me again. Your mind is holding you back, and you’re capable of getting yourself out of this situation. Let’s go.”

“Really?”

Right now is not the best time for a teaching lesson.

As if he can read my mind, his eyes darken.

“You freeze up like this in a warzone, and you’re dead. Now, let’s go.” His tone deepens.

“Sir, with all due respect….” My jaw chatters violently, and I close my eyes. He doesn’t know that when I was five years old, my older sister pushed me off the rooftop of my house, and I was in a coma for days. Ever since then, I’ve had a phobia of heights.

“Please,” I beg with tears in my eyes.

He stays silent, but I don’t miss the inner turmoil behind those cruel, mismatched eyes.

“Please.” Shame and humiliation are written in my tone.

“No,” he tells me flatly with a straightforward tilt of his head.

I suck in a breath as my muscles start to burn and cramp. I glance at the ground far beneath me, bracing myself for the impact because I feel my skin slipping away, gravity welcoming me.

Maybe I should let go. Maybe, then, I’ll get what I deserve and make everyone who hates me happy.

“Look at me, Isla,” he growls.

I lift my head as a tear rolls down my cheek.

“Look at me and concentrate.”

I squint and furrow my brows. My shaking dwindles, and I zero in on his determined gaze.

“Focus. You’re okay. It’s just you and me here right now—just us two. Don’t listen to that voice in your head telling you no. You’ve got this.” That authoritative, emotionless instructor’s voice is replaced by a version of Kade I’ve never seen or heard.

Where’s the beast I’ve come to know?

Where’s the cruel emerald and frost in his eyes?

“The Unbreakable Soldier, huh?” he scoffs, his question painted with disdain. When he says that, I blink another tear away as fire flickers in my chest, and adrenaline simmers in my veins. No one can hold Kade’s cold stone gaze, and this is the first time I’m not intimidated by it. In fact, I don’t want to look away.

“You feel that? That fear? Don’t drown in it—instead, use it to your power and as motivation to fight back harder.” His voice is calm and collected as always, and it manages to snap me out of that state of mind I’m in.

Our eyes lock together, and I swear I feel that weird flutter again. His seasoned voice and attitude are evident in how he talks, moves, and breathes. For the first time, the alphahole mask he likes to put on has been removed, and it touches my numb heart. When he looks at me like this, with determination yet patience in that darkened, serious expression, I can see the color in the black-and-white world I’ve come to know.

I do as he tells me.

I stare at his handsome face as he grips the railing right by my hand, still not helping me up.

My left hand joins my right, and I lift myself until my chin reaches the rooftop in a split second. I climb over, letting myself fall back onto the roof, but before my face can connect with the ground, Kade grips my wrist with his rough, massive hand and pulls me to my feet.

Our proximity is only an inch away. We both stand in silence, with only the sound of ocean waves between us. My heart is thundering…can he hear it?

“Are you going to tell me that I have to send you to the medic because you’re suicidal?”

“No, sir. I promise you I’m not. I’m okay. Really. I didn’t try to kill myself.”

“Then what the fuck were you doing, hanging over the roof like that?”

I bite my lip as my breath catches in my throat.

“Answer me, soldier,” he demands, crossing his arms against his chest.

“I was stargazing a little too hard.” It doesn’t sound convincing, not in the slightest. I clear my throat, trying to make the lump disappear. I’m still shaken, but not as much as before.

I quirk a brow and watch to see if he’s buying it. He clenches his jaw—his dark brows pull together, and he hums darkly.

He doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t probe further.

“I thought you were going back home for Thanksgiving.”

He changes the subject.

“Oh, uh, yeah, about that. I changed my mind.”

“Why?” he blurts.

I don’t want to tell him that my only family left doesn’t want me home. Or the fact that my grandmother’s sickness is getting worse, and she’s not allowed any visitors in the hospital until she gets better. Or Adam and I haven’t talked because we’re too stubborn to address our relationship status. Even though it’s clear we’re over.

“Because I’d rather stay here and train. There are only a few more weeks until graduation, so why not?”

I’m technically not lying.

“My son surely misses you,” he states like he’s thousands of miles away, in a cold, distant tone, even when he’s just an arm’s reach away. Standing in front of me like the massive, feared, masculine, special operator that he is.

So, he does know about Adam and me.

“I’m sure he does, but—” I miss my footing when I try to stand straight, causing me to bump into his muscular triceps. I’m about to fall over again, but he catches me by the elbow.

The alcohol I snuck in is catching up to me. Can I get myself into more trouble tonight? The mood shifts between us, and a low buzz sizzles when I graze his rough skin.

He brings me back to my feet. His scent is so distinct and good. I’m not sure if it’s his cologne or if it’s just…Kade. Either way, there’s a temptation to drown in it. I take a step back, and he lets my arm go. My flesh is already missing how his calloused palms and veiny hands felt around me.

No. I really shouldn’t feel the pulse that’s beating in between my thighs right now. He’s my thirty-eight-year-old instructor and my ex-boyfriend’s dad.

Off-limits is an understatement.

“I can smell you.”

My brows lift.

“Fuck, I forgot to put on deodorant, didn’t I?” I scrunch my nose.

“You know what smell I’m talking about. Are you drunk? Is that why you’re stargazing a little too hard at the sky, Isla?” Mockery laces his words as he scorches me with that deadly glare.

“Nope,” I pop the p, slow as I slur drunkenly. I give a slow blink, my lips curving into a smile. “Not at all, Master Sergeant.” I salute him, hoping my humor distracts him from tearing into me. I try to stay still, but it feels like I’m on a damn carousel, and the ground is spinning. I blink again and purse my lips together. My emotions are giving me whiplash tonight. A minute ago, I was on the verge of a panic attack, and now I want to break out in drunken giggles. I do this a lot. Using humor as a blanket to disguise the pain.

“Is this funny to you, Isla?” He stalks forward, arms crossed against his chest. “Because this isn’t a fucking joke!”

Oh shit.

He’s really not the joking type.

“Almost getting yourself killed because you went past your drinking limits?” he barks like training is in session again. The vein in his neck bulges as he continues to rip me apart. Usually, I gladly take it but tonight is different. My walls are down.

“I can have you kicked out of the course for being irresponsibly drunk right now! Or I can send you to the hospital to get a psych evaluation because I’m required to report it, and it’s the rule. I always follow the rules! And that’s what I’m trying to instill in all of you! You all aren’t children!” he snarls. 

Shamed, my gaze drops.

Damn it. I can’t get kicked out. I’ve trained too hard for this school to lose it like this.

“I’m sorry, sir…I just.” My front teeth tug on my bottom lip.

“You just what?” he hisses.

“I take this school seriously. I’ve worked hard to get here, and graduating is my number one priority. I…”

Why does he have this effect on me? I don’t break. I don’t get scared easily, but the cruelest operator known to the military is in front of me…and even I am not immune to the way his eyes scream a thousand truths. With one look, you’ll know that Kade O’Connell is a man of action and few words. He has me sputtering, overthinking, and consumed, making me think twice before I open my mouth.

“Let it out, Isla!”

I bend. I finally bend and let my own emotions pour through.

“I want my grief to stop. Thanksgiving is a day of family…and I’m not sure I have any left anymore.”

A vague truth.

I want to tell him about my dad, sister, and grandmother, but I’m giving him way too much. Opening up can be a good yet vulnerable thing because there are two types of people. People who actually want to help, or people who want to use it against you. I don’t know Kade very well, but if he’s the monster everyone says he is, everything about tonight could have me kissing my career as a special forces soldier goodbye.

I can’t look at him anymore, so I focus on the ground as the wind blows through my long hair. The pause between us is only seconds, which feels like minutes.

I messed up.

What was I thinking?

He breaks the silence, and I’m ready to face the consequences.

“I can do all of those things. I can get you kicked out, or…” He steps closer to me, and his enormous combat boots come into view. He tilts my chin with his finger, forcing me to meet his softened gaze. A spark of lightning hits my chest at the origin of his touch.

The stars twinkle in the black sky behind him, and I swallow as my vision blurs. Why does he make falling apart easy? Why do I seek his approval like my next breath?

“I can walk you to your barracks and make sure you get to your bed safely, and I never want to see you up here on my rooftop again. Do you understand me?” His voice deepens as his eyes darken.

I’ll take that one.
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VIOLET
SEVEN DAYS UNTIL GRADUATION


[image: musical notes] Take My Breath Away by Berlin

Master Sergeant is dangerous. Our proximity is lethal, and he is more of a threat than I thought. Being around him is suffocating. I’m scared to move, talk, and breathe because of how it makes me feel.

He walked me to my barracks in silence. As soon as I got inside and my door closed, he was gone. I expected him to go back on his word and have me thrown out, but he granted me mercy. Something he’s not known for.

But maybe he doesn’t hate me as badly as I think he does. He could have had me thrown out of the course. Yet here I am, just days before I wear the green beret. He didn’t ask about Adam or any more questions about my personal life, which I appreciated.

The relationship with Adam is blurred, but I can’t ignore the fact that his father is the hot instructor, a famous operator, and every female soldier who walks by him does a double-take…like right now.

A group of female soldiers keeps circling him, hoping he’ll acknowledge their presence.

He doesn’t.

I’m in the corner of the gym, sitting on a bench press, drinking water after finishing five reps of fifty. All the instructors are on the other side of the gym doing deadlifts, pull-ups, and spotting each other. Sergeant Booker is telling jokes, and Slater chuckles at each one, doubling over until his face reddens. Yet Kade never laughs…not even a smirk. He’s so focused on working out that it’s like he isn’t here anymore. He’s good at blocking out the world.

He wears a black hat with the United States flag patch front and center, and the ends of his hair curl around his ears. Bright white ceiling lights shine against the perspiration that glistens on his tan skin. The snakes on his arm are captivating—no—distracting. The muscle T-shirt shows off his back tattoos and the front of his chest—guns with skulls.

Every time his triceps flex, my breathing turns shallow. He watches himself in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors, perfecting his posture. The veins in his neck and forearms bulge, and his upper lip rises, flashing his sharp canines. He’s deadlifting an incredible amount of weight, and the way his ass…

No.

My eyes search for anything to distract me from the stirring of my core. Swallowing my water hard, I stand and go to the next workout machine—one with a view that doesn’t reach O’Connell’s.

It’s another weekend with our phones, the one before graduation. I have to survive seven more days, and I’ll be the first female in my family to join special operations.

My phone rings from an unknown number.

Weird. I answer anyway, swiping right.

I hold the phone to my ear. “Hello?” 

“Violet!”

My heart drops, and a flutter of grief mixed with anger hits me. I scoff as I remember our last interaction at the airport.

“Goodbye, Adam.”

“No, please don’t hang up,” he blurts.

“Why are you calling me?” I whisper into the speaker over the sound of weights hitting the racks, blaring heavy metal music, and muffled conversations.

“I-I’m calling because I miss you, and I’m so fucking sorry,” he rushes out with desperation laced in his tone.

It almost makes me feel bad.

Almost.

Approximately a year later, and he misses me? Now? We’ve gone months without hearing from each other. Night and day, I grieved the person I thought I would spend the rest of my life with, and he…is sorry?

I chew the inside of my lip. “I’ve gotta go.”

“Hear me out, please.”

“No.” My voice is strained.

“Please.”

Walking to the empty squat machine in the corner, where it’s shockingly empty, I hold my breath. Even though I’m silent, he gets the message.

He exhales a sigh of relief.

“Thank you.”

I don’t reply.

“I-I want you back. Maybe I can do this. No, I know we can do this.”

My fingers yank the hair tie out of my head. My long hair falls past my shoulders. Scratching my sore scalp, my eyes narrow at my running shoes.

“Why? Why now?”

“Well…you blocked my number,” he retorts.

I did.

But he could have found a way if he really wanted to speak to me.

“Not hearing your voice has been,” he pauses, “excruciating. I can’t focus in school. I look around the halls on campus, praying it’ll be your shoulders I bump into. I miss stopping by your house after work to have dinner together. I miss you, My Flower.”

Flower.

His term of endearment for me.

It used to transform my mood into warmth, but now? It does the complete opposite. 

“I’d rather wait for you than not have you at all.”

I scratch my scalp, annoyed.

“I can’t do this right now. I’m graduating in a few days.”

“I knew you would graduate. You’re so determined. Whatever you want, you go and get it. I admire that, Violet.”

I rear back. Where was his support when I needed it?

“I’m pretty sure you said I wouldn’t make it after a few weeks.”

“I was stupid,” he scoffs. His breath forces static to blare into my ears. “Tell me the day and location of the graduation ceremony, and I’ll be there. The last I heard, my dad was teaching the course again. Maybe I can introduce you guys for the first time if he has time, and we can all catch up.”

Why hasn’t Kade told him he’s my instructor yet?

“I don’t think so. All this time, I’ve been trying to force the ultimatums my mother and you gave me before I left out of my head. The guilt you guys made me feel for doing something that honors my dad…and you think I’ll just race into your arms after what you said to me?”

He’s quiet.

“No. This time, I’m sorry,” I recite his fake apology back to him.

“Okay. I get it. You’re still mad. Completely valid. Can I see you then? If not at your graduation, then somewhere else? Some other time?”

He’s so dismissive. Is he not hearing me? I don’t have the energy to argue with him. Whenever we would get into disputes, we wouldn’t stop until we fixed things, but this time? I have no interest.

“No, Adam. If it wasn’t official for you when you said all of those things to me at the airport, I’m declaring it now. We’re over.”

“Dammit, Violet. Don’t say that. Please. Don’t break up with me over the phone. We’re not in fucking high school.”

It sounds like he’s berating me, and it only fuels the urge to get away from this conversation.

He was the one who ended things months ago.

Fighting back tears of frustration, I hang up.

I refuse to deal with this now. I’m glad I ended it. Now, we both don’t have to keep wondering where we are with each other. It feels good to rip off the Band-Aid, once and for all.

I slide fifty-pound plates on either side of the bar, forcing Adam out of my mind. I dip under it, plant my feet, and squat.

“I see you’re still here, with working legs,” Willis snarks behind me. He leans on the side of the machine, chewing his gum, while Preston chuckles like a puppet.

He closes the distance, his cold breath clouding my ear as I rise with the bar. “You really shouldn’t lean over rooftops. It could be dangerous.” My face twists in repulsion as his breath whooshes on the side of my neck. Biting the inside of my lip, I jerk my head toward him, ready to remind him of what happened in combatives, but a loud, familiar voice interrupts me.

“Willis, Preston.” Booker’s southern accent clips the conversation short. “Sergeant Slater needs you over there.” He gestures over his shoulder with his thumb while glaring at the two men beside me.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Willis and Preston reply synchronously and walk away as if they have tails between their legs.

He crosses his arms and shakes his head. Even Booker has picked up on the fact that those two are always around me, doing little things here and there to get under my skin. I wonder when they’ll stop…or if Willis will try to do something worse.

Instructor Booker gives me a quick nod before walking to the men’s restrooms.

Sweat drips off my cheek, landing on the ground. It’s hot in the gym today. At this point, the entire room resembles a sauna. Straightening my back, I tighten my glutes and flick my eyes to the mirror—they grow wide when I glance up at the monstrous being. The machine that’s been responsible for my torment, looking at me through my reflection.

Beast.

He’s right behind me.

I gasp.

“Sir?”

He stalks toward me—with every step he takes, tingling floods my body until a pulse comes alive between my thighs while a deeper shade of red paints my cheeks. With bated breath, I still, only my grip tightening around the bar until my knuckles turn white.

He towers over me. Our size difference has to be an entire foot, with the way the back of my head barely meets his chest. He doesn’t respond right away. His foot gets in between my feet and kicks them one by one further apart until he’s satisfied.

“Stay off your toes,” he tells me without eye contact. He walks away from me, and I can’t help but watch him go.

No one in my class likes him. Everyone fears and scatters when he walks into a room. They try to run, terrified to be on his radar when he’s near. But me? I crave the devil’s attention. He’s stunning in ways that have me wanting the villain. Beast makes sin tempting.

He exits the gym, and I jam my mouth shut.

Was I drooling?

I shake my head.

God, I need to get it together.

The familiar group of female soldiers who were eyeing him like ice cream on a hot day on the beach earlier rushes after him. They push the doors open, practically racing to get to him first, and disappear into the parking lot. I sneer, pinching my brows together—a sharp pain stings from clenching my jaw so hard.

I’ve never been jealous before in my life. Not with Adam, nor past boyfriends, but with my instructor? It’s a first for me. He’s not someone I should be getting jealous over. I need to remind myself of my place before I do something crazy, like thinking about what he’s like when he’s with a woman.
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VIOLET


[image: musical notes] BITTERSUITE by Billie Eilish

My calf muscles tremble after the twenty-five-mile ruck march, but my feet hurt the most. My shoulders are numb, and my chest aches with each breath I take. Rucking in freezing temperatures is not my favorite thing to do. My fingers and lips are a deep shade of purple.

Still, I was determined to be the first to finish our last hoorah before graduation, and I succeeded, but at the cost of pushing my body past its limits tonight. Just when I was going to slow down, Master Sergeant O’Connell was there motivating me to keep going.

When I think I have nothing else to give, he pushes me...

I walk into the empty showers in nothing but my towel. It’s a large, open area with multiple sections and no barriers. As soon as I near the silver knob, I hook the towel and set it on the showerhead next to mine.

With purple hands, I twist the knob until steam filters through. I step underneath it and groan when the water sprays me.

It feels so good against my sore body. My fingers snake into my hair, scratching and massaging my scalp that’s always abused by the constant tight gelled buns and ponytails.

“Well. Well. Well. Look at this, boys. She gets an entire fucking block to herself. Even the showers look cleaner in here.”

Cringing at the nails-on-a-chalkboard voice, my eyes pop open, and I halt my movements.

Willis.

I whip around to see that Preston and Daniels are by his side, with the same sinister intentions flickering through their darkened eyes.

It looks like my time spent alone is over.

I rush for my towel and wrap myself up in it. My breasts are tucked in, and the end of the towel barely covers my ass, and less than half of my thighs.

“Willis. What the hell are you doing here?” 

“You know…graduation is less than twenty-four hours away, and our names aren’t on that list.” They all circle me like sharks, waiting to bite.

“That sucks,” I sarcastically remark.

“Yeah, it sucks for you,” Preston chirps from the right side of me.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Suddenly, two of them lunge forward. Preston grabs my wrist, but my training kicks in, and I twist his hand until he cries out in pain. I throw him over my shoulder as I let out a high-pitched grunt.

Daniels takes advantage and grabs me by the neck and slams the back of my head into the wall until I’m seeing stars. I lose my breath as my vision goes black for a split second.

“Let me say goodbye, Violet.” Willis’s hand sneaks up my thighs. “Let us all say goodbye…what do you think? At the same time, or do we each get our turns?”

“Fuck you!” I spit.

“Exactly,” Willis whispers into my ears, and just when I think he’s about to push his fingers forcefully into my vagina, he’s off me. As soon as I’m free, my fist connects with Daniel’s throat, making him fall to the floor. Before I can get another well-deserved punch thrown in, he scrambles. Slipping on wet tile momentarily, he finds his footing and runs out before I can finish what they started. I turn around to see O’Connell’s boot planted on Willis’s face, crushing his cheekbones.

“Who the hell do you think you are coming onto my student against her will?” He has one of Willis’s hands twisted upwards as he continues to pin him to the ground with his foot.

“I’m sorry, sir! We were scaring her, you know, fucking around? She wanted me to. She wants us all, too!” he exclaims, turning bright red.

Lies!

I shake my head. “You fucking lia⁠—”

Kade gives me a death stare, warning me to shut my mouth. His ice-cold eyes could freeze the entire room. My jaw clamps closed, and I step back as Preston gets up, dazed and limp, to exit the showers.

He returns his glance to Willis on the floor and grins ominously. Willis’s face pales when he watches Kade shift into the sadistic fiend the entire military knows.

Suddenly, a loud pop echoes against the walls. Willis screams in a feminine pitch and starts to convulse on the ground. He tries to escape Kade’s hold, but it’s useless.

“One broken finger for every lie,” he roars.

“Fuck! My finger! You broke it!” Willis agonizes.

“You want another fracture? Lie to me again,” he dares—an unhinged smirk unfolding across his mesmerizing features.

“I’m sorry!”

“It’s too late for that word now, Willis. So, I’m going to ask you a different question.” He presses his combat foot harder against his face, forcing him to whimper louder. I have to forcefully stop myself from enjoying this a little too much. I palm my mouth and narrow my eyes at Willis. Watching him squirm and cower from Beast gives me life.

My gosh, Roberts wasn’t lying about how fucking unhinged this man is.

“You lie to me again, and it’ll be your nose next,” he warns. “How many seconds will it take you to get the fuck out of my sight?”

“Uh, uh, I-I,” Willis sputters uncontrollably.

“Those aren’t numbers, Willis.” He grabs another finger, about to bend it unnaturally, when Willis gets a hold of himself again.

“Three seconds, sir.” Tears leak from his wide eyes.

With one last squeeze, the sound of a second broken finger reverberates through the air. Another blood-curdling scream from Willis makes Beast sneer like he’s having the time of his life. Willis smacks his hand against the tiled floor, holding in his words.

“If you fucking breathe the same air as Violet, look at her…if you even think about her again, I’ll carve your eyes out of your skull,” he keeps his tone dangerously calm with a deep growl in each word that sends shivers down my spine. He pushes Willis away, and he goes flying. Willis holds his wrist to his chest and walks backward, glancing over his shoulder as though afraid that Beast will chase after him.

“One.” Beast starts a countdown, his tone dripping with wrath, almost…possessively.

Willis’s mouth gapes open, and he nods vehemently. He sprints out of the showers, crying feebly, leaving Beast and me alone.

The water is still running behind me. The steam fills the room, creating a thick fog around us. I can’t see the exit of the showers anymore.

“Assholes,” I mutter, grasping my towel tighter. “Thanks.”

“Are you alright?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Master Sergeant.”

I dart my eyes to the scar across the side of his face. Curiosity gnaws at me, and I can’t stop the raw question that pours out of my mouth.

“How’d you get that? Did you get it while you were in?” My fingers smooth over one side of my face, mimicking his scar.

“War,” he says. “That’s all you need to know.”

I gulp while fleeting sorrow runs through me as all the different scenarios flood my mind on how someone could get that close to Beast.

I nod in acknowledgment.

“I’ve been in for almost twenty years. I’ve watched countless friends die. I’ve held them in my arms as I watched them take their last breaths.” I shiver as I picture a skull-masked Beast holding onto his teammates. I’ve never seen him wear it, but from what I know, he only does during operations.

“Some of us get to make it back home. Return to our daily lives, but our minds are still in a warzone.”

He spews each word like trying to get me to run or quit.

“You don’t scare me. I know what I signed up for, Master Sergeant.”

I swallow as he inches closer to me, and those damn butterflies flock away inside.

“I know you better than you think.” There’s a husky edge to his voice.

“How so?” I quirk a brow. 

“You’re not a shark.”

And there he goes again, trying to get under my skin and in my head. I thought he was finally warming up to the idea of me passing, but I was wrong.

He continues to stalk forward, and I take one step back, gripping the towel tighter. The tension is thick with burning glares from both of us. I’m getting sick and tired of him and his rants.

“You’re not cut out for this field. You’re prey. Bait. Small and weak-minded. I had to step in and protect you. Everyone circles you⁠—”

“And then they end up on the floor bleeding in regret,” I interject. “I didn’t need you to protect me or fight for me. I had it under control.” He looks down at me, and I watch his Adam’s Apple bob.

“You could drown in this military world. It’s dark and unfair, and then it’ll be my son who picks up the pieces!”

Is he not hearing me? How dare he? A shot of adrenaline hits my heart, and I’m done biting my tongue. He may scare me and everyone around him, but I’m not going anywhere.

“Adam and I aren’t together anymore!”

His eyes grow wide, and a lump hits my throat. He stops breathing for a second as he processes my outburst.

“He didn’t tell me.” He raises his chin.

“I know he didn’t, because you guys don’t talk, do you?” I retort. I’m being unforgiving, but maybe he needs a dose of the medicine he ruthlessly gives me.

“I don’t need anyone’s help to pick up my pieces because I don’t break. I don’t shatter. I don’t quit. I don’t need Adam. I don’t need anyone’s help. I can do this alone, like I’ve been doing from the start. My mother left. My father is dead. My grandmother is here, but she isn’t here at the same time because her Alzheimer’s and cancer are taking her away. I’m my own family, sir.” I spit the last word out. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to finish my shower because tomorrow is the last day here, and I intend to get a good night’s rest before PT in the morning.” I uncover my body, removing my towel, no longer caring. My full breasts fall free, and my nipples harden. My brows knit together in defiance. He clenches his jaws and locks his mismatched eyes on my brown ones, refusing to look elsewhere. The tattoos on his biceps flinch when he flexes. “Maybe in your eyes, I’m not good enough to be here, but I’m going to try like hell to prove it every day I wear that uniform.”

With the towel clenched in my hand, I stretch my arm forward and drop it. He watches my hand open, and it falls right beside his combat boots. I take one step back and turn around so he can see my backside.

I close my eyes and let the water run down my face. I scratch my scalp gently with my nails and hum when the soreness starts to subside.

“I’m not done with you,” he growls. “Put your towel back on.”

“No.” I cup my breasts, kneading them until my nipples harden.

He doesn’t move. I can feel him prolonging his stare. I peer over my shoulder, meeting tortured emotions in the vibrant emerald shade and silver flecks in his other iris. I don’t miss how his breathing has shallowed and how he flicks his sight on my lips.

He wants to look at me—to stay here.

“You should go,” I breathe, running my hands down my stomach.

“I should.”

“You should stop looking at me like that.”

“I should.”

“I can’t say what I really want to say without consequences, can I?”

“No,” he growls. His pupils expand.

“What if I want there to be consequences? What if I don’t want to watch my mouth? What if I want to be punished by you?”

“Careful,” he warns.

“You’re breathing hard…” I say. The way the chain around his neck sways with each shallow breath he takes tightens my core. I flick my gaze back to his, and the fire in his eyes brightens. My fingers slither further down until they’re at my slit. Slowly, I move them inside.

“What’re you doing?” he barks.

“Showering.”

I part my lips, eager to touch him, but his signature hardass expression returns. He turns off the shower by twisting the knob. The lust evaporates, and my lashes flutter as I blink in confusion, breaking the bubble we encased ourselves in.

He gently grabs a dry towel from the rack and places it in my hand. I react quickly and wrap myself in it, embarrassment clouding my feelings.

“You’re crossing lines that will get us both demolished into irretrievable pieces, and we’ll both suffer harsh consequences. Stop testing hard limits because it’s a dangerous game not only for you but for me.” His cold breath kisses my neck, sending goosebumps all over my naked body.

“Once that bell rings, I’m no longer your student.” I zero in on his beautiful lips.

Reckless desire is written in both of our eyes.

“It doesn’t change that Adam is a part of our lives.”

The facts hurt, but I don’t want to think—I want to do.

“Be reckless with me.” I poke again, daring him to indulge in sins I want to dance with, but only with him. 

“Do you know what will happen if you let me touch you?” he growls against the shell of my ear like he’s taunting me. There’s something sinister in the way he questions me. My heart thumps faster, temptation crashing into my soul excitedly.

“Tell me. You know what…no. Show me.” I dare him while the dark curiosity creeps inside my veins.

I want him to dominate me. I want to make him forget about the dark demons that plague his soul.

“You’re a broken man, Master Sergeant O’Connell. But what’s that saying? It takes one to know one.”

He hums darkly, and it’s magic to my ears. Geez, even the sounds he exudes make him desirable.

“I know that look in your eyes, and I don’t like it. It’s the same one I had a few nights ago on the rooftop. We’ve been around each other for about a year, and I have never seen you smile. You’re lonely. I know you are because so am I, and maybe I want to take that pain away. Maybe we can be each other’s morphine just for one night?”

He sighs, places his hands behind his back, and looks down at me.

“You’re tempting me to fuck up, and I refuse to let it happen. There’s a reason why I’m number one in special forces. There’s a reason why everyone trusts me and why everyone fears me. I don’t hesitate to make hard choices to save my team and keep my soldiers alive. I always follow orders. I don’t break the rules—I enforce them.”

Guilt and shame pummel me into a pulp of agony. It’s all been in my head. Hasn’t it? The glances, the way his tone shifts into something warm when he’s teaching me.

I crave him. Lust and borderline hatred warp into one every time I look at him.

I’m going to get kicked out for taunting him, and I deserve it.

I bite my lip and am about to clean off my hand with my towel, but Kade’s hands snap toward my wrist like a snake biting its prey.

I hiss from the pain and pull back, confusion written all over my heated face. I meet his darkened gaze, and he clenches his jaw.

“If you want to get laid, you do it when it’s out of my fucking sight,” a low, deep timbered vibration echoes from his chest in between us. “You are my student,” he growls, terrifying me.

I pull again, but his grip tightens.

“Do you understand?” he orders.

My vision blurs. Tugging away again, I nod, but I’m only met with resistance.

I get it. Adam and I may no longer be together, but Kade O’Connell…

Master Sergeant…

Operator Beast…will always be off-limits.

“Sir? You can let me go. I apologize. It won’t happen again. I don’t know what came over me. I⁠—”

My eyes widen, and every single nerve inside me explodes as I watch a different side of Kade unveil itself before me.

Lust. Craze. Madness. Hunger.

He brings my hand to his slightly opened mouth. He places my fingers inside and sucks my arousal off my fingers, tasting me—all the meanwhile looking straight into my eyes. I gasp, inhaling fast and short, while something in between my thighs ignites and wants more. His warm, soft tongue works my fingers like he’s savoring every drop. He hums, deep and feral, until he pulls my fingers out and lets me go.

Why was that the hottest thing I’ve ever seen?

“You are more than good enough,” he tells me, reminding me of what I said moments ago about failing his and everyone’s expectations.

I hold my wrist, trying to think of something to say, but my thoughts are scrambled. It all happens so fast. I’m a statue, unable to speak up, but it doesn’t matter anymore.

He’s already walking away from me like he didn’t just cross all the lines there are to cross and is out of the building within seconds.
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KADE


[image: musical notes] Worship by Ari Abdul

I’m in my room in record time. I strip off my clothes, tear off my dog tags, and throw them all on the floor. I’m not even sure if I closed the door to my room all the way, but I just need to get the fuck away from her.

Fuck. I don’t know what the hell came over me.

I just tasted her—sucked the honey she dripped off her fingers, and it was sweet. My dick swells even more at the memory. Eating her pussy shouldn’t even be a thought in my head, but now? Devouring her is all I can think about.

Twisting the silver shower knob for the coldest temperature, I tear off my boxers. My cock springs free—it’s harder than a fucking rock. Jumping into the shower, I hiss when the freezing water hits my back. I let it sting, soaking in it, but it still isn’t enough to rid her detrimental imprint on me.

It’s wrong in so many ways.

Where do I fucking start?

She’s young. She’s my student…soon-to-be ex-student, but still.

I had already crossed one line tonight, watching her touch herself, but she wanted me to watch. It was consensual, but it still doesn’t feel right. It feels wrong to want her underneath me in my bed. It feels wrong to look at her, and an unfamiliar feeling flickers inside my cold, closed-off heart.

It. Feels. So. Fucking. Wrong.

But it also feels so perfectly right. She makes breaking the rules so tempting. I’ve never crossed a line like this before. My dick has never yearned for a sweet soul; it needs to stop giving her the attention she so desperately craves.

How dare she taunt me like that? And how dare I let my guard down and listen to the other head, instead of the one with a brain?

I don’t break the fucking rules, but if…

If she’s not my student anymore…

If she’s not with Adam anymore…

NO.

I palm the wall and shut my eyes tight, but she’s still in my fucking head.

“Fuck!” I growl as the sound of the water hitting my back and circling the drain floods my ears. I fist my cock and stroke manically. It hurts, desperate for release. I shiver as Violet creeps into my mind like the forbidden fruit that she is, taunting me like she did in the showers. 

As my hand grips my dick, I picture her sweet, hot mouth wrapping her full pink lips around my length, sucking and lapping me with her tongue. My hands in her hair, pulling it like I would love to do, as I deep-throat her.

How would she look on her knees? Would her eyes water from the way she chokes on me? How would she look with my cum dripping down her face and chin? How would she look on all fours, turning her into my own personal cum-filled whore all fucking night if she let me?

How would my little mariposa like to be worshipped?

Fucking perfect is how she would look.

I stroke faster as I hold onto the tall, white, blank wall, close my eyes, and get lost in my desire.

The last time I fucked was too fucking long ago. I was on a year deployment, returned home, had fun with the usual hook-ups, and went back to work as a cadre.

It’s been eleven months since I first laid eyes on her and eleven months since I’ve felt myself burn for someone with just one fucking look.

I need to be inside her. I don’t just want a taste. I want to devour her until she forgets her own name and can only remember mine. Here I am, underneath my showerhead, coming undone, spurting cum, thick ropes shooting and disappearing into the drain, and I’m in hell, growling from pure fucking wrath. I want her in ways I shouldn’t.

“No, I can’t do this. It’s wrong.”

My climax slowly dies down as I remind myself of the boundaries I can’t cross. My relationship with my son is too important. I’m still trying to amend it and slowly make up for my mistakes. I can’t imagine a world where I’m inside her and carry on conversations with my son like all of this isn’t taboo. It’ll ruin him. I need to stay the fuck away from her.

I turn the shower off and wrap a towel around my waist. I dry my hair with another. I shut off all the lights and pull on my black Oakley boxers, ready to rack the hell out. Tomorrow is an early day. Everyone graduates, and I return to my team, taking on new missions because work never stops. I don’t remember the last time I took leave.

I should be celebrating this. I’ll be away from her. This is good. This is great. I saw her dream list, and nowhere did it say North Carolina.

My phone rings on my nightstand. Without a second thought, I reach for it and put it to my ear.

“Booker?”

“Hey, man…you disappeared tonight. Where the fuck did you go?”

“Uh…calling it an early night. Tomorrow is graduation.” I pace around the room, nervously. Even in the darkness, I know I fucked up. I’m just hoping he doesn’t call me out on my bullshit lie.

“You never pass up an opportunity to drink,” he says slowly, his tone shifting like he’s appalled.

“I know. Guess I’m getting old, huh?” I poke fun at myself.

“Guess so. Anyways, I wanted to check on you. I’m headed to sleep too…” he drawls a long yawn, forcing me to mimic it. “Why can’t I get a certain brown-eyed, long black haired, butterfly out of my head?”

Anger flickers inside me. Sitting down on my bed, I place my elbows on either side of my thighs and lean on them. Why is he talking about Isla?

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Come on, man. You know who I’m talking about. Violet…Isla.”

“Oh. That’s none of my fucking business, Booker.”

“Hey…you don’t need to remind me of the rules. I’ve never crossed any lines with her.”

Yeah, but I did…

“So what the fuck are you on about?”

I don’t like him saying her name. I don’t want him thinking about her. I don’t like talking about her with another man. Something weird and possessive comes over me. I’ve never felt like this before—not even with Penny.

I want to cut off his tongue just for mentioning her.

“Technically, tomorrow she graduates, right? So, technically speaking, she’s not off-limits anymore and fair game.”

“I mean…” I clear my throat and run a hand through my beard, suddenly feeling like I can burn down the whole building because the way my blood is heating up right now isn’t normal. I need out of this conversation. I’m scared that if I continue to talk about her, my personal conflicted feelings will pour out accidentally, and I can’t have that. I’m trying to stay away from her in every way I can. 

“She’s young…she’s…” Tapping my foot up and down, I stutter, slipping over my words, trying to find the right ones.

“She’s what?”

“I think she has a boyfriend.”

“Who?” His voice surges impatiently.

My son. They may be broken up, but who knows? I remember playing those immature, toxic games with Penny, saying we’re over and done, only to get back together a week later.

“I don’t fucking know, Booker. She seems taken, I guess?”

“Well, I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.”

“And why is that?”

“I can’t reveal what’s up my sleeve. All I’ll say is that I like her…I like her a lot.”

Me. Fucking. Too. Asshole.

“Listen, I’m headed to sleep. Keep your personal life personal. At the end of the day, shit like this doesn’t concern me, and I’d like to keep it that way. Goodnight,” I clip back cruelly as I hit the red button, ending our call.

I’m always an asshole, so this behavior shouldn’t be surprising for Booker.

I set my alarm for three in the morning and place it back on the wooden nightstand. Pulling the silver chain downward, I turn off the lamp, leaving me in darkness. I lie on the pillow with my hands behind my head, gazing at the ceiling as I try to relax.

He’s my best friend and has been for the past twenty-something years…and for the first time since we’ve known each other, I want to hurt him—just because he thinks he has a chance with Violet.

I start to count down in my head again…it’s my trick to help me fall asleep and distract myself from prior missions. Flashes of Hawk’s screams, Kid’s last words, children screaming and dying—flashes of the consequences of war run through my head like they always do at night.

Then, the memory of a pair of brown eyes silences my demons.

I like the bratty, stubborn, pretty student of mine. I’ve looked forward to seeing her every day since we first met. Initially, I wanted to break her, but lately, she’s been breaking me.

Nope, nope, nope. Fuck no. I refuse to let my haunting thoughts belong to another soul—someone capable of ruining me with just one glance. There are walls up for a reason, and I intend to keep them that way.

I throw the blankets off. My feet and palms are on the floor in a split second. I start doing push-ups until I’m exhausted, and my muscles beg me to stop. I lose count after I reach three hundred and sweat starts to drip off my face onto the floor.

My phone rings again, and I grind my teeth until I feel a chip.

I swear to hell if it’s Booker calling again to tell me how much he likes Violet…

“What the fuck do you want?”  My chest heaves wildly as I stare at the rain pattering against my window, out of breath. I haven’t pushed myself this hard since I was a young soldier training for the course.

“Dad?”

Adam.

He’s calling me.

This is a first for him. He never calls me.

“Son,” my tone changes to a more welcoming, less asshole-ish one. “What’s up? What’s going on? You okay?”

Guilt and shame hit me as I try to push Violet’s mouthwatering taste out of my mind.

“Whoa. I’m all good, Dad. Did I catch you at a bad time?” he inquires, but I can hear a smile in that question. This is him trying to break the ice.

“No, of course not, just uh—” I scratch the back of my head, then run it through my beard. “...about to head to sleep. What’s going on?”

“Eh, not much. Just wanted to reach out.”

I pause, waiting for the ball to drop. He wants something. That’s the only time he really calls.

“And I wanted to ask you for a favor.”

There it is.

“I’m listening.”

“So, I have a girl. She’s there in North Carolina and told me she graduates tomorrow. Her name is Violet Isla. Have you heard of her?”

Heard of her?

I had her fingers in my mouth just moments ago.

Did Violet lie to me? She told me they weren’t together anymore.

“Yeah, but where is this going?”

“Do me a favor and keep an eye on her? If you’re ever around her? Maybe I can do the whole military spouse thing after all.”

“Adam, what do you mean? If she’s your girlfriend, aren’t you going to show up for her tomorrow? You don’t need me.” I run my hand through my beard.

Can this night get any odder?

“She ended things with me, but I refuse to give up on us. I’m kicking myself for not introducing you to her sooner. I no longer have the boyfriend title, and it’s killing me. I’m going crazy. She’s…amazing. No, that’s an understatement. She’s every man’s dream, but her ending things with me has been a living nightmare.”

“Adam, I don’t know. The chances of Violet and me being around each other are slim to none.”

It’s not a lie. I’m no longer her instructor; she reports to her duty station soon. That could be anywhere.

“Do this for me! It’s the one favor I ask of you. Keep tabs on her until I win her back. You want a relationship with me, don’t you? This is a good start.”

An ultimatum.

I don’t fucking like this.

Still, the father’s guilt I carry on my shoulders is too heavy. Every time we talk, I see my failures.

“Please,” he asks softly. He’s desperate. But I get it. If a woman like Violet were slipping from my fingertips, I’d do anything to get her back.

“Fine.” I clear my throat, uncomfortable.

“Thank you.”

“Can we talk about something else? I’d like to know if you’re up for a fishing trip. I should be back in South Carolina soon.” I pull the wooden Punisher skull from my nightstand drawer, staring at the long teeth. I’m proud of the finished product. It’s taken me months, but teaching again has given me more time to carve.

“I’ve been working on this gift for you, too.” It’s been giving me hell, but it’s done. I clear my throat to suppress my giddy smile. “I think it’s my best work yet, I⁠—”

“I’ll skip on the fishing. I don’t like the outdoors,” he clips, sounding like the distant, cold, familiar boy I know.

“Adam, mmm, who are you talking to?” A woman’s seductive tone can be heard in the background.

“My dad,” he replies, muffled, probably pushing the phone into the crook of his neck, thinking I can’t hear. “Dad, I’m busy right now, but I can’t wait to hear from you again.”

“Son, you were the one who called me?”

He chuckles, but I don’t think it’s from anything I’m saying.

“Talk to you later!” His voice lowers like he’s pulling the phone away from his mouth. “God, you’re naughty.”

Click.

I stare at my phone screen in disbelief. I shake my head as I place it back on my nightstand.

He’s in bed with another girl, yet he’s calling me for a favor to keep an eye on Violet if we’re ever around each other. Just who the hell has Adam become?

I’m not going to keep tabs on her. I’m trying to get the hell away from her. And if he’s doing what I think he’s doing, then Violet made a damn good decision in letting him go.

Sighing, I go back to the floor when another image of her naked in the shower comes back to haunt me.

“I’m going to hell for this, fuck me,” I growl as I change to sit-ups.

She’s going to graduate. She’ll witness what I have. War, death, pain, trauma, and it’s killing me slowly. She reminds me a lot of Kid, in a way. Eager and full of ambition to get in the fight…

What am I doing?

I got no fucking right to think about her anymore.

Not Violet.

Not this soldier.

She’s Adam’s, and practically half my age.

I care about her, sure—but as my student. That’s all this can ever be.

I continue doing sit-ups, refusing to acknowledge the fact that a spark has been ignited, and Violet Isla has caught my attention. 

And when a woman catches my attention, I have to have her.
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Three loud knocks disrupt my phone call with my grandpa. He just got done informing me that Grandma is doing better, and the doctors hope she’ll fully recover soon.

“I love you! Please remember to take care of yourself, okay? I’ve gotta go.”

“Work?” he grumbles.

“Yes, today is graduation day!” I exclaim while looking at my dress uniform, pressed and steamed and ready to be worn. It hangs perfectly in the center of my closet.

“I know that. I wish we could be there.”

Two hard knocks follow again.

“Coming!” I bellow over my shoulder. “Okay, I gotta go now. Talk to you soon?”

“Of course, mija. We love you.”

Click.

I stride to the door, still in my pajamas, holding my grandma’s blue bear.

Opening it, my breath hitches as I drink in Kade. He’s dressed in his Army greens, his hair gelled to the side, his beard trimmed, and his cedar scent mixed with whatever addicting cologne hits me all at once.

The way he’s looking at me, though… It’s frightening. There’s a bit of an edge to his green, scarred eye. His jaw tightens, and he looks at the cell phone in my hands as if it’s a threat.

“Who were you talking to?” his deep voice is strangely calm.

Was he listening to my conversation through the door? How much did he hear?

“What? You heard that?”

Bowing his head, he thinks momentarily, like he’s trying to dial back his actions.

“Never mind, it doesn’t matter. I know how this goes. You guys break up to say I love you hours later,” he scoffs, reaching for his pocket. He pulls out a pack of Marlboros.

“Kade, that wasn’t⁠—”

“Booker wants you in his office at 1400 hours,” he changes the subject nonchalantly. He’s distant again. His gaze cuts through me, back to playing teacher and student one last time. I can’t stop thinking about what happened just hours ago.

Is he thinking about it as much as I am?

“Okay.”

He nods once before turning to walk away.

Wait? That’s it?

“Kade.” I reach for his hand, but I pull back before our flesh can connect.

His jaw clenches.

“It’s Master Sergeant,” he corrects.

“So we’re not going to talk about what happened last night?”

He sucks in a long breath as he continues to keep his locked gaze down the hall toward the exit.

“You don’t have to worry about Willis or those guys who hurt you. They’ve been taken care of.”

“You know that’s not what I’m talking about,” I whisper. Turning to my left and right, poking my head into the hallway, ensuring we’re alone, so that we can speak freely.

He pauses, which makes my heart thunder rapidly against my rib cage as I wait for his response. I like him, and I’m desperate to know his thoughts. He’s so unreadable, almost a robot, but I know there’s more to him. I saw it last night.

“If there’s nothing you have to say to me regarding this school or work, then we’re done here.” He quirks a brow while he plays with the watch on his wrist. He doesn’t bother to look at me, and I wish I could say my ego is tough enough to handle his distant behavior, but it’s not.

I’m so stupid. What do I expect? For him to admit there’s an attraction between us?

I click my tongue, then run it over my teeth, pushing his rejection down my throat.

At the end of the day, Kade O’Connell is ‘Special Operator Beast’, known as the soldier who has a heart of steel. Tangible but non-feeling.

Clenching the doorknob and squeezing the bear in the crook of my arm, I mimic his stoic expression. “We’re done.”

“Kade motherfucking O’Connell.”

Kade’s and my eyes dart to the deep voice coming down the hall.

“The legendary beast. Where have you been, man?” Another soldier with a green beret on his head chimes in. Kade walks away from me like I’m nothing to him, shielding my view with his broad back.

“Max, how are you, brother? How’s your leg?” They share warm handshakes and exchange hugs with pats on the back. The way they talk to each other makes it clear there’s history.

Max lifts his pants to reveal a prosthetic.

“I may have lost my leg, but you saved my life, man. I’m forever in your debt.” Pure gratitude is detailed in every syllable.

Max’s chocolate eyes gleam brighter as more soldiers come up from behind him and join the conversation. They all look at Kade with respect and admiration. He’s well-known in the military community, and the way everyone speaks about him, they only ever have good things to say, besides the way he can be an asshole sometimes. Still, no single person can say he’s a bad man.

I close the door, giving them privacy. I have a meeting with Booker to get to anyway, and it’s pretty obvious Kade wants to pretend like last night didn’t happen.

Either way, I worked hard to get to this day, and I refuse to let anything stop me from enjoying the start of my career as a special forces soldier.
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Booker’s office looks just like how I imagined it. Shelves with awards to prove a successful military career and photos of what I can only assume are his parents and siblings. He doesn’t wear a ring, and he’s never mentioned if he has any children. He sits behind his desk, with mountains of paperwork on either side.

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

Booker makes it easy to open up and speak freely. He’s sunshine, while Kade is an unforgiving storm of grey shades.

“I requested to be stationed on the West Coast. I⁠—”

“You’re staying here. This group.”

My brow raises. “I’m staying here…” My tone drops. “In North Carolina?”

“Yup,” he replies, emotionless.

No. I need to be away from O’Connell. I can’t think straight when I’m around him. He’s a distraction. Being around him on the same base is enough for shivers to run up my spine. We shared a secret moment hours ago, certifying my reason to go to another group where a pair of intense heterochromia eyes with a scar that runs through one side of his face can’t make me fall apart at the seams.

“But I…”

“Watch yourself, Isla. You’ll take the group you were assigned. You got that?” Booker shifts his tone to a more authoritative one. Booker is always so friendly, which reminds me that I’m pushing my comfort zone to talk to him so freely. At the end of the day, he’s one of my superiors.

I clear my throat and straighten. “Roger that. I’m sorry, sir. I never complain, although everyone else got their dream station,” I point out.

“Isla. Beast had it arranged this way.”

My heart sinks.

He did? He pulled strings to have me stay here? I want to question Booker, but I bite my tongue. My stubbornness is already getting me into trouble, and I don’t want to have that kind of reputation when I go to my first team.

“Specialist Isla will report after Christmas leave,” he hands me a group of papers neatly tucked into a manila folder. Opening it, I skim until I find my name and duty station. My mouth dries when I see it in the detailed font. “It’s already inked on orders. There’s no changing it now,” he finishes.

“What team am I going to?” I close the folder.

“You’ll find out when you report. Prepare yourself, though. The team you’re going to is the best of the best, and many things are happening behind the scenes.”

“I’m ready.”

His lips flatten.

“You are one of the best soldiers I’ve seen in a long time come through the course. You have intelligence, resilience, and strength.” My chest warms. It feels good to have my hard work recognized. A part of me wishes it came from Master Sergeant. Tears rim my lashes, so I suck in a breath before my bottled emotions can get me in trouble.

“Now, I’d like to talk about something else.”

He stands and he’s clear as day, over six feet in height. He takes off his beret as he rounds the corner. He runs a hand through his blond hair and sits before me on his desk. His leg swings over the other as he studies me—a flicker of inquisition in his hazel eyes.

Uh…where’s this going?

“And what is that?” My breath hitches.

“I’m not your instructor anymore.” The tips of his fingers drum against the edge of his wooden desk.

“Correct.” The word rolls off my tongue and sounds more like a question.

“Meet me at The Drunken Shell tonight.”

My brows knit together before his meaning hits me. Booker talks with confidence and treats me with respect, but I hesitate briefly. There’s a man who gets under my skin, and a maelstrom of feelings occurs when I’m in his presence. But when he stopped by my room earlier, he made where we stand perfectly clear. This is not and can’t go anywhere.

Booker seems to know what he wants, and his smile always feels good to look at. He’s handsome, funny, and he doesn’t infuriate me.

Maybe I should do this.

No.

I know I want to do this.

I offer him a small smile. It actually sounds like a good time.

“The bar and grill in front of the beach?”

He nods. “Everyone is going there to celebrate a job well done. I’d like you to come too. You should be proud of yourself. You graduated at the top of the class. We’re all very proud of you. Beast won’t say it, but I can speak for him. I’m the only motherfucker that’s probably allowed to.” He laughs with a tilt of his head. “We know your father would be, too.” He pauses. “The Lion’s Daughter.”

“Thank you.” I tear my eyes away as my face dips. The beat of my heart grows heavy as the memories of him in his casket, wearing his uniform, come back to haunt me.

It’s all for you, Dad.

Booker snaps me out of my thoughts. “I like you, Isla.”

I meet his gaze, and when I do, his face reddens.

Is he blushing?

“Oh, is tonight like a…date?”

He smiles.

“I mean…no?” he says, fixing his hair, and places his beret back on his head. His dress shoes clack as he walks past me, opens the door, and says, “I’m going to dismiss myself.”

I peer over my shoulder as he freezes, tapping his fingers on the wall. Why does it sound like he’s asking me out? I part my lips to remind him of the rules when it comes to dating in the workplace with our different ranks, but he stops me.

“I’ll see you tonight, Isla.”

He closes the door.
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As I shake the Lieutenant Colonel’s hand with that iconic green beret on top of my head, a wave of relief hits my soul. All my hard work has paid off. I’m the first woman in my family to enter military special operations.

Still shaking the Colonel’s hand, I glance at the crowd with a bright smile while people continue to clap. The stage is brightly spotlighted, in contrast to the dim lighting of the family section. I search for anyone from back home.

I look at every face, hoping that someone will show up for me. It diminishes as the seconds go by with each stranger’s face.

Sure enough, my mother isn’t here. Isabella, my older sister, isn’t here to tease me.

No one showed up for me.

A burn hits my chest, but it disappears as quickly as it came.

I don’t fall apart.

I will not.

Humming softly, I hold my breath as a storm of emotions tramples my insides.

No one came.

Something in the far corner, a massive dark aura, where the shadows are greater, catches my attention. Even in the darkness, he still manages to pull my attraction like a magnet.

Those mismatched eyes are locked straight into mine. The way we hold each other’s stare makes me feel like we’re all alone, and it’s just us two.

Still with that same stoic expression, he brings his hands together and claps for me, dipping his head once, acknowledging my existence despite trying to scare me away last night. I glance back at the Colonel, who’s trying to ask me a question, but his voice sounds like static because the man everyone calls a legend has me entranced. Before I answer, I blink fast—the need to sneak another glance at Beast possesses me.

I peer back to the corner where he’s standing, but he’s already gone.
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Straightened hair. Red dress. Red lips. Freckles. Heels. My favorite perfume is on my neck. My cross necklace settled against my collarbone—it feels good to feel like I’m more than a soldier tonight.

I’m more nervous about socializing than graduating because I can’t remember the last time I wore a dress—it almost makes me feel silly. Still, after a year of nothing more than consistent training, I walk into the Drunken Shell, feeling like a woman rejuvenated.

Despite it being wintertime, it’s relatively humid tonight. Before I grab hold of the silver handle, a breeze hits me, causing the ends of my dress to whip around my thighs.

Pushing the black doors in, I enter the Drunken Shell—sailors, soldiers, Marines shouting and laughing everywhere. The pool tables are all occupied, the dance floor is crowded, and the bar is jam-packed. It’s a full house tonight, which is not shocking for a Friday.

As soon as the doors close behind me, regret fuels me.

I want to run back to my bedroom and spend the night alone, with a book in hand and The Office playing in the background. I’d take that over leaving my bedroom during my free time any day.

It’s too late to turn around because Booker and Kade turn toward me. I swear my cheeks heat, most likely reddening the apples of my cheeks. When I look at Kade, all I can see is his soft lips and mustache brushing against my fingers like the night of the shower.

We had a weird moment of weakness—a moment I want to keep all to myself. It stays between us, but now I know there’s an attraction that goes both ways, even if he wants to pretend it didn’t happen.

He does a double-take while lifting a glass of what I can only assume is whiskey to his lips. Booker smiles from ear to ear and waves me over. Kade lifts his scarred brow while looking at Booker with a questioning expression. He scoffs, shaking his head, and even from a few feet away, I can see his jaw flex hard. He fixes his gaze on the opposite side of the bar counter.

Who is he talking to?

“Over here, Mariposa!” My brows knit together, and I gaze around me.

Is he talking to me?

Mariposa?

“Yes, you, Violet Isla. Get over here.” Booker shakes his head. As soon as I near, he kicks Slater off his chair. Slater throws me a glare before standing behind Kade and whoever he’s talking to.

“So why butterfly?”

“It’s your call sign.”

“Really?”

“Mhm,” he hums and takes a swig of his Shiner Bock.

“What are the rules for call signs, and may I have another?”

“No. Now stop complaining and take a shot.”

As I glare at him, he pushes two tall shot glasses my way, and I hesitate. Whenever I get drunk, I feel weightless. My dad’s lifeless body in his casket goes away, and the guilt from how he passed deteriorates.

If only I had stuck to being the quiet one. The one who never asked for anything in return. The reserved one. Why did I have to be adventurous that day?

It’s my fault he’s dead.

Yours.

It’ll always be your fault. That’s why Mom and your sister hate you. You killed him.

“Violet?” Kade’s voice cuts through my self-destructive thoughts. He’s standing behind me with that expression that could make anyone crumble.

I blink up at him, meeting his beautiful, wolf-like eyes with their out-of-this-world, vibrant, colorful, sharpened texture. His presence calms my demons momentarily, but it’s the woman beside him who enraptures me. She’s everything sunny and cheerful, holding onto his biceps almost possessively, like she’s claiming him and making sure I know it.

He has a girlfriend?

Her bright red manicured nails rub his tattoos up and down, and her narrowed gaze looks at me like I’m an unwelcome guest who doesn’t belong here. Her curly blonde hair is parted down the middle and hugs her heart-shaped face. She’s gorgeous. Of course, Kade has a beautiful woman on his arm. I just hate the way it’s making me feel.

This man tasted me off my own fingers last night, and now, he’s on a date.

I dart my vision back to the shots.

“S-sorry, O’Connell, but as of today, you are no longer in the position of being in charge of me.” I chug the shots down one by one. The burn glides down my throat, and with a scrunching nose, my face twists. Booker pats my back and lets out a chuckle.

“Slow down,” Kade warns. “Why can’t you buy her a beer or a margarita?” he scolds Booker.

Booker parts his lips to answer, but I hush him.

“No one orders for me.” I call over to the bartender, “I’ll have another round.”
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She’s hammered out of her mind.

She’s out of line, drunk, and attracting every single service member in that beautiful red dress of hers and her annoying yet intoxicating, inebriated giggles. I’m on my fourth glass of whiskey, watching her from the end of the bar, laughing and smiling with Booker.

Each curve of her lips has a flame scorching through my chest while Karen keeps the conversation going. She might as well be talking to a wall. A wall that can’t stand seeing Violet flirt with another man.

I haven’t seen her so…free before, and it’s doing something to me. I’ve never been good at accepting when something feels good. If there’s one thing I fear, it’s happiness. Because it means I have something to lose. I’ve never been able to operate with that hanging over my head since my divorce.

“Kade, want to get out of here?” Karen squeezes my wrist. I hadn’t noticed I was gripping the glass overly tight until I loosened my grip, and a pins and needles sensation rippled through my palm.

Opening and closing my fist, I tilt my head back to the television with the NFL game.

“No, I want to finish the game first.”

In reality, I want to make sure Violet doesn’t do anything stupid like sleep with Booker. Yes, he’s my friend, but I need to make sure she doesn’t do anything dumb tonight, like drink herself to the point where she’s hanging on the edge of a rooftop, about to fall to her death, or wake up in another man’s bed full of regret.

Booker is respectful, but I don’t like the idea of him crossing any lines with her. I might be a hypocrite for having these thoughts, but his job is on the line, as is mine. I have more to lose if I give in to anything regarding Violet.

What am I thinking? There is and never will be an ‘if.’

She throws her head back at something Booker says. A genuine smile showcases her perfectly aligned white teeth. Her throat bobs with each laugh, and her long, thick, black lashes flutter as she tries to catch her breath. Yet when the joke ends and Booker continues talking to her, she returns to that sullen, distant expression. The mask she likes to wear and play pretend with. The humor she likes to force doesn’t fool me. It may slide with Booker and everyone else, but not me.

She said she thinks I’m broken, and it takes one to know one. Why is she ‘broken’? Why does she only let her guard down when she taints her blood with alcohol?

I didn’t report anything the night I found her drunk because I believe in second chances, and tonight, with how she’s going, it looks like she needs someone to look after her.

I used to overdrink myself until I couldn’t feel my past. I’ve been lost since Penny and Adam left—alcohol and painkillers were my home. Until a few years ago. Cleaning up my act took me a long time. I knew if I hadn’t, I’d end up drinking myself to death, and Booker helped me through that dark period of a single soldier who had lost his reason.

“Dammit, Kade,” Karen whines. “Why did you ask me out here? I still don’t have your attention. You haven’t said one word to me about anything tonight. Why am I here?”

I bring the bottle to my lips, taking another swig as I stare at the wide, flat television screen. The game is tied, which means it may go into overtime.

Which also means that it is more of an excuse to babysit Violet.

I should feel bad, mainly because I don’t have an answer for her. I’m trying to repent, and maybe burying myself in Karen tonight will remove the lines I crossed with Violet yesterday. This is the most logical solution. To fuck the next woman’s brains out until I don’t see her anymore.

Karen’s flinty, smoldering blue eyes remain on my face as she waits for an answer.

“Looks like it’s going into overtime.” I tilt my drink toward the screen.

“I don’t like football.” She flicks her beer bottle with her nail, causing it to chime. “I know we made it a rule not to talk about work while outside of the uniform, but things are getting bad where you’re going.” Her knee starts to bounce up and down erratically as she watches me intensely. “The things that roll in for intel…it’s bad right now.” She trails off with a blank face.

“I know what I signed up for.”

Loud whistles and cheers pull both of our attention to the source. As I roll to the side on the barstool, my chest tightens. Wrath blinds me momentarily. I didn’t know how much more pissed off I could get tonight, but lo and behold, Violet found a new limit for me.

I see fucking red…and it’s not the red dress swaying and lifting into the air as Violet dances drunkenly, almost falling off the high table while men circle her and stare at her inappropriately. She snakes her hands into her hair, on both sides of her head, flames flickering wildly in her eyes. They gain more flammability when she catches me looking. My jaw flares when she gives me a taunting look. Rolling her eyes, she continues to dance and ignores the scathing glower I’m giving her.

I swear to fuck if she rolls her eyes at me again.

Where the hell is Booker? Where is Slater? They wouldn’t leave her alone like this. Booker likes to fool around, but he wouldn’t abandon Violet like this while she’s clearly drunk. He must be out for a smoke or a piss.

A ringtone blares from Karen’s purse, and I try to control my seething.

“I’m going to step out. I need to take this.” She hops off the stool and strides, long and fast, toward the front of the bar. Before returning my gaze to the young woman who is the center of everyone’s attention, I ensure Karen can’t see what I’m about to fucking do.

I pinball my vision at every corner, still having false hope that Booker and Slater will show up and beat me to it, but as seconds that feel like minutes pass by, they are nowhere to be found.

Damn it.

Damn me for caring about her.

I should let her make mistakes so she can learn from them, but here I am. Sifting through my pocket until I find my wallet, I palm cash to cover mine and Karen’s tab with a tilt of my chin before I stand. The bartender, Isaac, smacks it and drags the money away.

Zipping through the crowd, my shoulders and sides bump into people as I snake my way in until I’m standing in front of her with a heaving chest. I pop my knuckles, trying to gather my thoughts and stay indifferent toward this frustrating woman. She dances terribly, lost in the music. Swaying and moving with shut eyes as men continue encouraging her with oohs and aahs. It sickens me. Then, one sloppy dance move has her dress dropping enough to expose her breasts.

A man pulls out his cell in front of me and taps the camera app.

This fucking creep is going to take pictures of someone that doesn’t belong to him, maybe even video her making a fool out of herself. Sure enough, he attempts to do precisely that. Aiming the photo camera lens in her direction, he swipes to the video setting, and I crack my knuckles. Of course, Violet continues to sway her hips dubiously and rocks her head vehemently to the beat of “Father Figure” by George Michael, and her hair blinds her to what’s unfolding in front of her.

I smack the weirdo’s phone out of his hands until it thuds on the ground.

“Hey man, what was that for?” the fucker dares to bare his yellow teeth, and the stench of his liquor breath hits me. He is way too close for my liking.

My fist connects to his chin, sending him into the arms of his friends. They catch him as he tries to regain his stance. It’s a group of four young sailors staring at me with hesitant eyes. One of them studies his injury and flicks his stunned gaze to mine.

“You broke his jaw,” he murmurs in a voice that trembles with fear.

Good.

Straightening my back, my muscles quiver for release. They all look at me and then back at him, disappointed.

One of them picks up his phone and escorts him out.

Whipping around, I find a pissed-off Violet. Her once-straight hair is now in thick waves, tucked behind her little ears. She scrunches her nose, the wrinkles around the center creasing. She always makes that face when she’s irritated. I’ve learned it too well over the year of being her instructor. The sight makes me want to throw her over my shoulder and rush her into my truck, away from everyone.

I refrain.

“Did you just punch⁠—”

“Violet, get the hell down from there,” I growl.

“No!”

“Woman, there are people with their phones out, and your…” I shut my eyes tight, and my jaw flexes to stop myself.

Your damn nipples and tits are out. But I stop myself and try a different approach.

I lean into her side to make sure no one can hear what I’m about to hiss.

“You’re someone’s girlfriend, or did you forget that part?”

She stiffens, her face turning cold, and jerks her head toward me over her shoulder. She gets down from the table, holding her glass of hard liquor in the air so she doesn’t spill it as her feet touch the ground. She glares at me and walks into the bathroom hallway. Her arm brushes against mine, and my skin comes alive at her touch. I follow right after, not caring if Karen or anyone I know is watching anymore. I step into the dark space with dim lighting coming from fake palm tree lamps screwed into the wall. Before she can reach another door, I grab her wrist.

“Where are you going now? Another stage to embarrass yourself on?” My question strikes her harder than I meant. My harshness can use some work, but my God, not tonight.

“It’s none of your business what I do in my free time.”

“It is. Adam told me to look after you, and I’m fucking sure he wouldn’t approve of you giving everyone a show!”

She rears back, jaw dropping.

“I don’t care if your son wouldn’t like this,” she mimics me in a deeper, similar snarl. “I want to dance! Why do you care so much?”

“Fine, I don’t like this! I don’t like it at all.”

My words stun both of us.

Her face softens, and a blush forms on her full cheeks. Her naturally full, cute, pouty lips could bring any man to his knees, wondering what they would feel like on theirs. Her almond-shaped eyes glisten with curiosity. Her cross necklace is turned over from all her messy, dorky dance moves. A coat of sweat covers her perfect, glowy skin. The dress hugs all her curves around her hips and thick thighs. I’m finally in a position where I can study her body privately without the fear of exposing how she always demands my attention.

Before she can say anything, I react.

Pulling up the top of her dress, the tip of my finger grazes her breast as I cover her nipples. Then, I turn over her cross necklace, so the diamonds are glistening, and it’s on correctly. She parts her lips and swallows while her stressed gaze turns into one of realization.

“Shit, I didn’t know my bra slipped and…dammit. I’m so stupid.” She rubs her temples, moving her red dress up higher.

“No, you’re drunk,” I correct.

Her two top teeth nip at her bottom lip as she looks me in the eyes, but then quickly averts her gaze toward her necklace, as if she can’t hold my stare because she’s too embarrassed.

“And you look...”

Beautiful.

I can’t say it.

Why the hell am I talking?

Shut the hell up, Kade.

Her gaze flicks to mine, her honey eyes with gold flecks brightening—the same way they did in that damn fucking shower. She’s waiting for me to finish my sentence. I can’t think straight. Maybe I’m also drunk, tempted to say things that will have consequences.

“How do I look, Kade?”

The way she says my name…my dick swells. Suddenly, my jeans become tighter, and a wave of too much damn blood rushes down. Fuck, I already need another ice-cold shower to get rid of what she does to me. Her beauty wounds me.

“It doesn’t matter. Stop acting so carelessly. Get your shit together. That guy almost took videos of you! First, you get drunk and end up on the rooftop’s edge, and now this? Both times are on my watch!”

Her stern expression mirrors my own. “You are not my instructor anymore.”

“No, but you’re Adam’s, and I’m just looking out for the both of you!”

“How many times do I have to tell you that we’re not together?!” she shoots back and leans on her hip.

“Dammit.” I point my finger at her. “Get sober, Isla, and⁠—”

“Kade! Where are you?” Karen’s voice screeches behind me, not letting me finish. Her high-pitched, whiny tone makes the cloud I’m floating on fall to the floor, and it’s back to reality.

I twist around to find the back of Karen’s head at the opposite end of the hall.

“You better get back to your date,” Violet murmurs. She twirls around, the ends of her dress lifting momentarily, and disappears into the women’s restroom.

“Fuck.” I curse under my breath, low. Turning around, I pull out my smokes.

I need to burn one.

I don’t think Karen heard anything because she stays calm as I stalk past her.

“I’m going outside,” I tell her. She gives me a small smile when she sees me, but it’s gone in the blink of an eye.

“What the hell was that?” Karen follows me out of the bar, her voice only getting under my skin. It’s different with Karen lately. I can’t bring myself to talk to her like I used to.

“What was what?” I snap. We pass Slater and Booker through the doors. They’re lost in conversation as they walk nonchalantly back into the building. I pull Booker by his collar with one hand until I’m at his ear, so he can hear me loud and clear over the music.

“Keep an eye on Violet. She’s drunk, and I refuse to babysit her now that the course is over.” Releasing him from my grip, he stumbles into Slater.

“Where are you going?” Booker asks as he holds the doors open so Slater can walk back inside The Drunken Shell first.

I point to the ocean across the street.

Still walking in tense silence, I nervously take out my knife and twirl it between my fingers. The urge to carve something is high, and it’s not the wood projects I like doing. I need to talk myself down from going back in there and carving up everyone who saw her tits and didn’t say anything to warn her.

“Is that girl the reason for your sudden abstinence from sex?”

I don’t respond. I’m too pissed. Her question goes in one ear and out the other because I’m still fuming.

“I’ve never seen you this way. The way you watched her.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I place the knife back into my pocket.

“The way a man looks at something he wants but can’t have.”

I halt.

“Jesus, keep your voice down.”

“She is the reason, isn’t she?”

I run a hand through my hair while she continues to interrogate me—there’s a damn volcano inside my chest, boiling over, waiting to erupt, and there’s no stopping it.

“Karen. You sound ridiculous! That’s my son’s ex-girlfriend.”

She rears back. At first, her face is still, deadpan, but then the skin around her blue eyes creases, and she sighs. Her pink lips lift into a relieved smile.

“Whew. I thought you had feelings for that woman. Thank God.” She intertwines her fingers inside mine. “You were just looking out for her. I’m sorry. I know we agreed to no attachments. I do, but I can’t help it when it comes to you. I thought you were jealous.”

Jealous?

Feelings?

That I do have for her.

Frustration. Confusion. Maddening affliction.

I’ve never felt like this. This emotion makes you want to burn down the world if anyone tries to touch something that doesn’t belong to them. A feeling that makes me want to make sure she’s okay in every sense of the word.

No.

She’s a pain in my ass. Nothing else, nothing more.

“Kade, where are you going?” she asks. She switches from my fingers and hooks her arm with mine, struggling to keep up with my pace.

I sigh.

Bringing the lighter to my lips, I keep walking toward the beach access. Every step away from Violet makes it easier to think but harder to breathe. The cigarette bud is between my teeth, and I spark it three times before it finally lights, and the tip sparks.

“On the beach,” I say. Something about the ocean always calms me. I could stare at it for hours and lose myself in someplace no one can follow.

“Obviously, but why don’t we go to my place instead?” She tugs my wrist in the opposite direction. Her two front teeth are biting into her bottom lip in an attempt to seduce me.

I wish it were that easy.

“I think I want to stay out here for a bit before I call it a night,” I grumble through the cigarette.

She crosses her arms as the wind blows through her blond curls. She suspiciously narrows her blue eyes at me as I smoke and blow it in the opposite direction.

“Look, if it’s not a woman on your mind, then what is it?”

“Karen,” I warn her.

I’m a man of few words, and Karen is pushing it. I don’t like to open up about shit. I keep my life private. Hell, I don’t even have social media. I’m a ghost online; only my close friends and family have my number.

“Do you want to talk about what’s on your mind? Was it this last deployment when you lost that kid?”

Kid.

And just like that, images of watching the father-to-be die come back like a trigger. I halt my movement, my fingers sticking to the cigarette, losing myself in the last mission before returning to the course.

The sound of his body hitting the floor after being shot two times. It all plays in my head in slow motion. His pale face looked like it was frozen in time as he took his last breath. We all fulfilled his last request, which was for us to let his wife know he loved her when he only had seconds left to live.

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

“Kade?” Karen waves her hand in front of me with a puzzled look on her face. Her dark brows pinch together as she approaches me with evident hesitation in each slow step.

“Fuck,” I mutter when I realize my cigarette was blown out moments ago. How long was I lost in my head? My hand falls to my side.

“I’m sorry, Kade. I didn’t mean to bring it up.”

How can she think that bringing up a mission where one of my soldiers got killed would be a good topic of conversation?

“It’s fine. I’m fine.” My words aren’t convincing her. Hell, they’re not convincing me either, but I don’t open up about this shit to anyone. And Karen doesn’t know how to keep anything to herself. I don’t trust her. I don’t trust anyone.

“Let’s go back to my place and not talk if that’s what you want,” she insists eagerly.

I tuck one of her blond curls behind her ears, and she holds her breath as a hot pink shade paints her cheeks. When I run the pad of my finger across the shell of her ear, she lets out a soft, short mewl. My jaw tightens as I look at her for the last time tonight.

“Whatever this is between us…it’s done.” I withdraw my hand from her face, turn, and walk away.
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What is wrong with Master Sergeant? So what if I want to get drunk and dance the night away? He is not in charge of me anymore. I can do whatever I want. I’m single, and he made it clear that whatever happened in the showers ended there.

Is he jealous?

The woman beside me stands still, swiping her lipstick over her plump lips. Keeping my eyes forward, I scrub my hands faster with soap as her stare makes me more uncomfortable. She whips around the sink and clicks her tongue. She slides her hip closer to mine, sliding it against the white counter. Closing her lipstick, the sound of her clearing her throat grabs my attention.

“Kade O’Connell was my instructor; he failed me. I made it through the course on my second try with a different set of instructors.”

I glance over to her and quirk a hesitant brow.

“You’re special forces, too?” I ask, turning the knob.

“Yup,” she pops the p. “Kade.” She breathes his name slowly. “Single dad. Divorced. Walls up higher than the sky. Hot.” She sighs and fidgets on her heels. She looks up at the ceiling, her pale cheeks flush a deep red. “Grumpy as fuck too. I tried to shoot my shot with him three years ago, but the man doesn’t date. Only work, work, work.”

Blinking fast, I dry my hands with the brown napkins tucked into a metal dispenser against the wall as muffled “Mariposa Traicionera” by Mana vibrates against the grey stone walls. Shaking my head as I throw the napkins into the trash, I cross my arms against my chest.

“Oh, uh, I don’t talk to or know him like that,” I reply, trying to hide the confusing feelings in my shaky tone.

“Girl, please. Secrets are safe with me. You don’t have to hide that you think he’s handsome.” She stands straight, unzipping her small Gucci purse, and throws her lipstick in. “I saw you guys arguing in the hallway. Don’t worry, I didn’t hear anything, but I wish I had.”

Apparently, I’ve lost the ability to talk because my mouth moves, but no words come out.

“I’m Anna Castle.” She reaches for my hand with hers.

She seems harmless. Blunt for sure, but she carries a friendly aura around her tall and strong frame. Grabbing her hand, I shake it up and down gently.

“Violet Isla.”
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After using the restroom and fixing my dress, I wanted to find Kade and argue with him some more for trying to tell me how to spend my free time and punching a guy for looking at me.

“Fine. I don’t like this. I don’t like it all.”

His words echo into my psyche the entire time I search in every corner of the bar, and every second I can’t find him only fuels the way he gets under my skin more. Eventually, I gave up when Booker escorted me back to the bartender and ordered me water for the rest of the night.

He went on to explain why he joined Special Forces and asked me for my reason, but I didn’t feel like opening up about my father’s death. I appreciated that he picked up on those emotions and instead kept the conversation on him. He said he wanted to serve his country and joined alongside Kade when he was fresh out of high school.

The entire time Booker opens up to me, I keep looking over his shoulder, hoping to find Kade, but he’s nowhere. Did he leave with that beautiful woman? The thought alone pierces me in places I don’t like.

“Hey, where did Master Sergeant go? He’s missing the game.”

I try to act like I don’t care, and I hope it’s convincing.

Why do I care? Why do I want to know what Kade is like outside of the uniform? He’s not my boyfriend’s dad, nor my instructor anymore. Tonight will be the last time we’re together, and I should be celebrating, but I’m not. I’m getting away from the biggest asshole I hate—the one who made my life hell for twelve long torturous months, and he still thinks he can order me around. I should be happy he’s going back to his team.

I should be.

“I don’t think he cares to watch his team lose. He went to the beach. Probably to smoke.”

So, he’s a fan of the Dallas Cowboys.

“Why is he such an ass?” I blurt drunkenly. A small burp hiccups out of me. There are three minutes left on the clock. His team could still win, and he won’t be here to see it.

My bouncing knee stops when I realize I said it out loud.

“Shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Booker’s lips curve into an unbothered smile as he picks apart a peanut shell from the basket between us.

“I’ve known him since we were teenagers. We’re not friends; we’re brothers, and I can tell you he may come off as a dick sometimes, but he has a heart of gold. If you need him, he’s there. You got a secret? He’ll take it to his grave. He’s saved my life countless times overseas, and I’ve saved his. Sometimes, some people thrive on being alone. Sometimes, the person you think is a monster is actually the one you want on your side.”

I chew the inside of my lip. “He doesn’t smile.”

“He’s been through a lot.”

“Are we talking about Kade? He’s such a dick.” The same woman on Kade’s shoulder cuts in, dragging the bar stool with her. She sits beside me, drumming her nails across the counter.

Wait, he didn’t leave with her?

My pulse rockets.

“Well, hello, Karen,” Booker says, avoiding eye contact.

“He’s not so bad,” I blurt. I don’t know why, but I become defensive. “The other night, I was attacked in the showers, and he took care of the situation immediately.”

Karen’s blue eyes darken. She stares at me aggressively before the bartender saunters over to her and takes her order.

A man comes over to Booker and slaps his shoulder in a friendly manner.

“Chaos. How have you been? I haven’t seen you here in a minute.”

It’s Max—the man with a prosthetic who thanked Kade for saving his life. He’s wearing an all-white shirt and dark blue jeans with a beer in the other hand. Booker gives me his back as they talk about their tour together in Latvia.

It’s clear to me that Max and Booker have a lot of catching up to do. The euphoric feeling of being inebriated has vanished, and the urge to apologize to Kade for acting recklessly takes hold of me. 

Before I know it, I’m out of The Drunken Shell and crossing the street to the beach access right in front of the bar. At first, he’s nowhere to be found. So I keep walking toward the bridge over the water.

He’s there, his broad, muscular back facing me, smoking in the dark, watching the waves underneath the bridge between two tall wooden pillars. It’s a full moon, and it shines against him perfectly. The back of his hair is perfectly slicked back, with strands falling over his face. Curiosity knots and claws inside me. I should go back inside the bar before Booker wonders if I ditched him, but I need to apologize before we both go our separate ways. Yes, we’re assigned to the same duty station, but that doesn’t guarantee we’ll see each other again.

As I get closer, the detailed, mysterious tattoo of snakes and skulls on his triceps confirms that it’s Kade O’Connell.

“Master Sergeant?” I’m a few feet away from him now, but he doesn't move or acknowledge me. I know he’s able to hear me.

Graduation is done. Is he really going to continue this attitude with me?

“Master Sergeant?” I raise my voice higher so he can hear me better over the crashing waves. I can taste the salt water on the tip of my tongue each time the wind hits me. Electricity sparks and buzzes wildly the closer I get to him.

He keeps his eyes forward on the obsidian ocean, with his hands busy on something that’s not a cigarette anymore.

Then I hear him.

He’s counting.

Why is he counting?

“Beast?”

“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five…” he continues, his voice shaking with unease. He pulls out a knife, twirling the sharp blade between his fingers. He’s flipping it over and over again as he continues counting, restarting his countdown when he gets to zero.

I call out again, but he doesn’t move. He continues to count, and that’s when I realize he isn’t here anymore. His mind is somewhere else.

Peering over his shoulder on my tiptoes, I manage to glance at what’s keeping his hands busy. He’s carving wood. Before I can get more details, I tap his shoulder.

“Kade.”

Before I can blink, move, or breathe, he whirls and his chest collides with mine, until we’re both wrapped into each other, desperately trying to catch our balance but both failing miserably. With deep grunts and pained yelps, we’re intertwined. My lungs take most of the blow when my back collides with the hard sand, and my eyes widen when I realize he’s on top of me, his hand behind the back of my head. A sharp pinch burns the base of my neck. I look down to see his knife at my throat.
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“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Violet?” he snarls cruelly. His eyes widen with that same disgusted gaze. It’s practically tattooed into my brain.

“I could ask you the same thing, Kade!" I cough hoarsely and try to fight back tears.

“It’s Master Sergeant.”

“Spare me. Everyone is clocked out. We’re supposed to be having fun. You know, celebrating? Celebrating that class is done? You can go back to whatever you were doing before you were assigned to teach, and I’m going to go to⁠—”

“What’s to celebrate? Huh? I failed. You were supposed to be crying back home to Daddy. There’s no place for you out there in a warzone, Violet. There’s also no tables you’ll be able to dance on with this dress of yours,” he mocks me.

“Fuck you! My father is dead, you misogynistic piece of shit! If you don’t want me in SF so bad, why did you assign me to the same group you’re in?!”

“Who told you that?” he tuts disapprovingly.

“Booker!” I grab his wrist and squeeze as hard as I can, but it only elicits a fierce smirk on his lethal, devilishly handsome face. I manage to take the knife away, but I freeze, speechless when I realize he cut me. My blood is smeared all over the blade, and a wave of shock washes over me.

“Look at that. So you do bleed pretty,” he hisses into my ear sarcastically, but there’s a hint of seduction.

“You cut me. I came out here to apologize!”

“It wasn’t on purpose. Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you. I called your name over and over again!”

I take advantage of this raw side of Beast and push him. Lord knows how I manage to move a six-foot-six-inch massive monster, but suddenly I’m on top. The raw skin of my knees sinks into the sand on either side of his hips. His grip is on my thighs, like he wants to push me off or…hold onto me tighter.

“Little mariposa can jump. I underestimated you.”

“Since day fucking one,” I quip.

We stare at each other for what feels like forever as the sound of heavy waves crash against the shore. I’ve never been this close to him. He’s never allowed me to touch him like this—granted, I’ve never tried, but still. Why doesn’t he move? Why don’t I?

The salt breeze blows through my hair, and he narrows his eyes at me like he wants to kill me. There’s the asshole, instructor I know and hate very well.

“Isla, get off me before I⁠—”

I quirk a brow.

“Before you what?” I challenge. “You're technically not my instructor anymore. You can't order me around.”

“Always so fucking stubborn. Always wanting to know shit that doesn’t concern you. Always wanting to bark out orders instead of taking them,” he argues.

“And you—always bark with no fucking bite,” I taunt him.

Before I can process my thoughts, he’s on top and I’m lying in the sand. He grips my jaw tightly until his fingertips burn my skin, bruisingly. He’s in between my legs, and I know something is off about him. He’s hurting me.

“You want me to bite?”

I pissed him off.

“Kade…” I swallow, holding his gaze. The darkness inside me matches the darkness inside him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

As much as I despise what he’s put me through this past year, I respect him. I admire Kade because he motivated me to be the woman I am today. Stronger and more unbreakable than I thought I could ever be. I don’t hate him.

I crave him.

I’ve gotten to know bits and pieces of Kade—the cold, worthless, absent jerk Penny and Adam paint him to be doesn’t match what I’ve seen and experienced. He’s just like Booker characterized him: a man with a heart of gold. He’s always made sure everyone was taken care of. Responsible and straightforward.

He looks at me, and for the first time since I met him, he softens his gaze and genuinely smiles. He licks his lips, and his jaw clenches. A vein in his neck protrudes through his sun-kissed skin.

His fingers dig into the hollows of my cheek, forcing my lips to open, and a look spreads across his face that can only be described as one thing.

Desire.

He traces the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip, the gesture awakening butterflies inside my stomach, flocking until heat courses at my core. Tightening my thighs, I try to hide behind loose hair, but Kade pushes it to the side.

“I’m a model soldier, a gentleman, but the way I lose all control when it comes to you is the bane of my existence.”

He rests on his elbows on either side of my face and rubs his thumb against my lip. Up and down until he’s forcing it into my mouth, he goes in deep until I gag. I clamp my mouth on his calloused skin and suck.

What am I doing?

As soon as he removes his hand from my mouth, his soft lips crash against mine. My traitorous lips move against his as if they have a brain of their own. He shuts his eyes tight like he’s in pain. The scar on his left eye creases as he groans against me, and for a split second, I don’t want to shut my eyes. Kade is beautiful, sinfully fucking handsome, and I don’t want to blink. Kade O’Connell, Master Sergeant, is breaking...for me.

Our forbidden tension has transformed into something intoxicating—our own reckoning. The way he feels forces me to melt and succumb to the dark thoughts I’ve pushed back far into my mind since I first met him. I kiss him back, harder. I need to feel his strained cock, caged back by his black jeans, against my naked thigh. He thrusts once against my core, forcing a high-pitched whimper to fall out. He’s demanding and needy. He impatiently runs the palm of his hand up the apex of my thighs, as his tongue slips inside my mouth.

The taste of beer mixed with his cigarette has me coming back for more. He makes me greedy, but he’s greedier. His tongue twists and dances with mine, with the need to dominate me, devouring my taste just as much as I’m drowning in his.

“Please, please fucking tell me to stop. This is wrong,” he pleads.

“So, so wrong,” I tell him, capturing his lips with mine.

Agreed.

He pulls away, but I cup his face in my hands. My palms smooth over his beard.

“Let’s be selfish for one moment right now. Where you’re just a guy on the beach and I’m just a girl on the beach. No titles, no ranks, no morals, no thoughts…a moment where it’s only us.”

His eyes narrow. Turmoil and hesitation flash across his features.

“Take off your panties,” he orders me. I giggle against his lips nervously. He searches for them, palming my ass and squeezing until it’s painful. He continues to pepper kisses all over my jaw, but when his fingers ghost the sensitive skin above my clit, he pulls back, breathless.

“Violet…you aren’t wearing any underwear?” His tone deepens. I bite my bottom lip and shrug. He tuts and leans into my ear.

“You better start wearing panties or I’ll fuck that bratty little smile off your lips right now.”

Oh, um…yes, please.

His wet tongue drags down my cheek until it’s at the base of my neck. Watching the cold and quiet Kade, unmasked and unfiltered, makes my toes curl. My chest heaves because he’s taking every single breath away. He stops, pulling the top of my dress down until my nipples are exposed. They’re hard and pointed. Then, his hand dips down and pulls up the ends of my dress, but before he exposes me fully, he looks around. I follow his movements, my head jumping left and right, but we’re the only ones on the beach tonight.

He lifts the dress to reveal that I’m soaked and aching. My clit throbs and begs for his attention, unashamed.

“It drives me fucking crazy knowing anyone could have seen your pretty pink pussy.” He hastily slips his fingers through my slit, coating his fingers with my arousal.

“So wet. So fucking wet.” He circles my clit, slow and gently at first, as his lips meet mine again.

“We shouldn’t be doing this…” I pant between each feral kiss.

He palms my mouth with his hand just as he rubs his thumb against my clit, angrily. I moan into his hand, but the sound is silenced and muffled.

“No, we shouldn’t. Licking your pussy is a bad idea. Tell me it’s a bad idea.” He tilts his chin and smiles until his straight white teeth show and his sharp canines sink into his bottom lip as he waits for my answer.

“It’s a bad idea.” I lie.

“Do you want me to stop?”

“God, no, don’t ever stop.” I shake my head, the fire inside me only heightening with how he continues working me up. I sneak my hand underneath his shirt and scratch him hard. He groans in response, studying my sex with pupils blown into a state of ecstasy.

“I’ve been thinking about your sweet cunt nonstop ever since I licked you off your fingers.” His voice deepens, rough in timbre. Even his voice has my heart rhythm jumping. It’s just so hot. He climbs on top, commanding my body like I’ve been dreaming about. He dips lower and throws my legs over his shoulder. His mustache pricks the sides of my inner thighs, and I thread my fingers through his dark brown hair as he licks me.

“I think about it too…” I admit.

His tongue swipes me, rough and angry, up and down until he sucks on my swollen bud. It’s like he’s been starving, and the only thing that will satisfy his craving is devouring me. His built-up frustration cuts through me like morphine to my veins. He stops his lethal licks, and my brows furrow in disappointment. My thighs begin to shake on each side of his face.

“W-why’d you stop?”

He thrusts two fingers inside me.

“I want you to come for me. I want to feel your pussy cry before I make you scream my name with my tongue.”

I pull on his hair as he buries his face in the middle of my breasts. He sucks and bites on both pebbled nipples, moving from one breast to the other and taking one nipple at a time, biting and sucking with a handful of my tit, kneading me. He adds another finger inside, stretching me to his liking. My back arches off the ground, and my mouth gapes open, feeling too damn full, but he curls them in a way that makes it too pleasurable—almost in a way I can’t take.

“Violet…you’re so fucking tight. Look at you, gripping my fingers, weeping like a greedy slut who wants more.” He’s working my body like I was made for him. Like he’s known my body for years. My walls clench around his fingers as he brings me closer to my finish line, edging me until I moan. “You like being called a slut? You like knowing how fucking dirty you are?”

“I do,” I moan.

He squeezes one breast as he sucks on my other. I bite my lip hard, and then I feel a lightning bolt of pain when his teeth sink into my skin on the side of my breast until he draws blood.

“You look beautiful in red, you know that?” He licks my blood off my skin and returns to my mouth. His tongue dives inside, forcing me to taste iron.

Suddenly, I’m off the ground. He throws me over him, so I’m sitting on his face while he’s standing. He keeps stalking until my back hits the pillar, and I cry out from his tongue meeting my clit. My legs are on his shoulders as I grip the dog tags around his neck for balance. My heart thunders against my rib cage as I realize what he’s doing. A dark cloud moves against the moon, darkening the environment so much that Kade’s face is barely visible underneath the bridge. Then he’s underneath my red dress. With one hand, he finds my breasts and twists my nipple. I shudder and grind my teeth.

The pleasure is blinding. He sucks and nips my clit with his teeth. The way he makes me fall apart so easily should be illegal. His tongue spears me, and he groans.

“No one’s ever tasted this fucking good. I want to come in my pants just from eating your pussy.”

He fucks me with his tongue. My eyes roll back, my core tightens, and I’m sucking in breath after breath as heat pumps into my veins. I’m so close, stars twinkle and swirl. My nails scrape his back. His teeth pinch my clit, and I scream.

One more move, and I’m going to come.

“Violet?” Booker calls out in the distance.

My eyes shoot open as paradise is yanked away from us.

“Shit.” Kade sighs, frustrated. I push Kade away, tapping him, and he reacts quickly. I’m on my feet, and he helps fix my dress and tucks in my breasts. He runs a hand through his beard and stares at the origin of the voice booming for me. He moves in front of me to shield me.

“Violet, where are you?” he calls out again. I turn around, poking my head off to the side of the pillar and squint. Booker is walking farther away from us, holding a beer.

“Don’t. Don’t go with him.”

Is he asking me to finish what we started?

“What?” I murmur as I fully clothe myself again. My fingers are trembling. My inner thighs are already screaming with soreness. God, I can still feel the shape of his tongue inside me. My body’s already begging for more as my clit pulsates with fiery need. I didn’t get to come, but reality sets in, and as much as I want to continue, more people flood the beach.

“You heard me.” He breathes as he runs a hand through his dark hair. He flips my cross necklace to the right side while a high tide sweeps and crashes against my calves, making me trip over my feet. Kade grips my hips and pushes me hard against the same pillar he tongue-fucked me on. He places his hand on either side of my head and towers over me.

“Jesus, Violet, why are you so damn clumsy when it comes to water?”

My brows pinch together.

“Wait, what do you mean by that?”

“The water portion you failed doesn’t ring any bells?”

My jaw drops.

Ass.

“How dare you bring that up. I’m not clumsy!” My palms push against his chest, but he doesn’t budge. Another intense wave crashes into us, but this time he’s the one stumbling, and before he can fall, he grips my wrist and takes me down with him.

The high wave instantly drenches us, water rises until it ices my chest and gets the ends of my black hair. I squeal as the freezing water continues to assault my skin, goosebumps erupt all over until I’m trembling and breathing hard.

I peer to the right, watching Kade react similarly, but he isn’t making a sound. Our eyes finally meet, and the moon gleams across his wolf-like mismatched eyes. We hold each other’s stare, but it’s the water droplets that drip down his lips that call my attention.

“Who’s the clumsy one now?” I angrily mutter.

We pause for a second, and then we’re both breaking out into laughter.

His deep chuckles have me giggling harder.

“I don’t think I’ve heard you laugh.” I look up at the stars as we both lie on the cold sand. I love his laugh; I want to hear it more.

“I don’t think I’ve heard myself laugh this hard in a really long damn time.”

I stare at him as he gets up, taking in the sight of a relaxed Kade. He offers me a hand, and as soon as I take it, he gently pulls me up. His clothes are all damp, and so is my dress. The breeze reminds us of the current season.

“Booker has my phone and wallet,” I whisper.

“Get some rest. Celebrate a job well done when you return home tomorrow. You should go now. You’re all…wet.” His eyes drip with infinite lust.

I bite my lip as a rush of heat swims into my cheeks. Shaking my head, I grab my heels, which I dropped a few feet away.

“Careful, Master Sergeant. I might actually think you have a soul.”

He grabs a fistful of my hair and yanks my head to the side so that my neck is exposed to him. He walks me back further into the shadows.

“I don’t. Which is why you’ll stay clear of me. This moment of being just a guy on the beach and just a girl on the beach is over.” His hot breath dances against my neck as he keeps a vicious hold on my hair, and I moan.

His once lustful expression softens and meets my curious gaze.

“I won’t ask how he died, and I won’t say I’m sorry for your loss. Those words won’t do your grief justice to lose someone as special as a father, but I will say that I’m proud of you, and I’m sure he is, too.”

My whole body grows warm as I lose my breath.

“Violet!” Booker calls out again. He’s close by.

Kade lets me go and takes a step back. He looks over my shoulder with a scowl.

If he catches us, my career is over before it even started. I can’t let a man deter my career before it begins. No matter how fucking fantastic the way he just devoured me was. No matter how much his presence alone has me in a daze. I don’t want my career to end before it can start.

I stare up at him, but the cold, distant teacher I’ve had for the past year returns.

This might be goodbye.

He’s right about this moment we shared being over, though. I have an early drive tomorrow, and I’ve been looking forward to reuniting with my grandparents. I still need to pack, and the list of things that I still need to get done comes back to haunt me.

I turn around and spot Booker. I don’t know when Slater joined him, but they’re both searching for me.

“I guess this is it, then?” I say, my eyes still on Booker.

Whipping back around, the butterflies die when I realize I’m alone.

Kade is already halfway to his vehicle.
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The drive to Greenville, South Carolina isn’t far from where I’m stationed. It’s about a four-hour drive. I miss the town that’s settled in the foothills of the Blue Mountains. I listen to a true-crime podcast the entire time and keep myself awake with a large cup of iced coffee. Kade crosses my mind every few minutes, and it’s like a lightning strike to the chest. We don’t have each other’s numbers. I don’t have social media, and I refuse to make one to stalk my ex-boyfriend’s dad.

But I can’t get him out of my head. I can’t talk to anyone about what happened, and quite frankly, I like knowing that the moment we shared is a secret. Still, I need to focus on my career. It’s just begun.

Kade and I share that same interest. Work before feelings.

Before I left, I prepared to surprise my grandparents at the hospital. I don’t doubt that if my grandmother’s health hadn’t been declining, she would’ve been there at my graduation ceremony. The only familiar face that showed support was…Kade’s.

He doesn’t know how much that meant to me. The urge to seek his approval is there, and I hate that he has that effect on me. I think he had that effect on everyone in the course. He knows how to push people, break them, and build them back up. I came out of the course a changed woman, and my self-confidence has soared.

I’m about an hour away from Greenville when I have to fill up with gas. I pull up to an empty slot and take out my phone before I climb out of the car.

Grandpa:


Happy birthday, Violet! I can’t wait to see you.




Penny:


Happy Birthday! [image: partying face] Adam told me you graduated! I’ve already got your gift wrapped. Please call me when you have time to talk. Congratulations again on making Special Forces.




Adam:


Happy Birthday! Are you coming to Greenville?




Please answer me. I miss you so damn much.




Unknown:


It’s Booker—happy birthday from all of us instructors.




A mixture of emotions floods me. I wasn’t expecting a text message from Booker. I gave him my number last night before I left on Christmas leave. I guess he and I are sort of…friends?

Penny has always been kind, a second mother to me, and I don’t have it in me to ignore her. I can ignore Adam, but not her. She hasn’t done anything wrong. I may have broken up with Adam, but I don’t want to lose my relationship with Penny entirely.

Guilt seeps its way into my pores. How would she feel knowing that her ex-husband, a person she’s villainized this entire time, was my instructor? A man I met and have gotten to know over a year, and shared intimate moments with?

I swallow as my hand shakes while holding the phone. I really have to keep this to myself. I didn’t think any of this through! I wasn’t thinking.

Who kisses their instructor? Their very hot off-limits instructor who tongue fucks like a god?

Me.

That’s who.

I was acting out of emotion. He makes my thoughts blurry, and I’m a bleeding heart at the end of the day. Kade made me feel good, and I think a part of him felt the same; either way, I’ll never know truly what goes through his mind because it’s done. We’ve gone our separate ways, even if he haunts me.

“This moment of being just a guy on the beach and just a girl on the beach is over.”

I text Penny back. We go back and forth until she convinces me to stop by her place before my leave of absence is over to celebrate. Every year since Adam and I started dating, I’ve made a blueberry pie with them from scratch for dessert for my birthday celebrations. Cooking has always brought me joy. I blame my grandma for getting me into it. What can I say? Food is the fastest way to my heart.
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“Here’s a freshly baked flan, abuelita, with a glass of milk.”

I place her plate of dessert on her hospital tray. She lifts her fork with shaky, bruised hands and scoops a bite. The utensil effortlessly cuts through the pastry, and my stomach growls.

I checked into a hotel before I arrived at my grandparents’ cozy home. I cooked up the flan on my own as fast as I could and then left for the hospital right before her visiting hours were over. My mother still wants nothing to do with me. I have no home to go to when I’m in Greenville, and I don’t want to stress my grandparents with the fragmented relationship I have with my mom and sister.

My grandfather had to run errands today. I haven’t seen him yet.

I sit down with an exhausted body, holding my own plate of flan, and go to town on an empty stomach. I hadn’t eaten anything on the drive, so the flan is hitting harder.

“Oh, mija. Just like I make it, it’s so good. Well done, Violetta,” she rasps, before scooping another bite. “My granddaughter is the best cook and now a soldier!” she exclaims while chewing.

I smile, content. As I continue to eat, I can’t help but think of Kade. Has he had flan before? Does he like it?

Why am I acting like this is my first time crushing on someone? Every time I do anything, I think of him.

Get it together, Violet.

“Who has you smiling like that? Did you finally say yes to Adam?” Grandma pries.

My eyes narrow at her question, freezing my movements.

“Did I say yes to Adam?” I parrot, confused, but then it hits me—the non-proposal ultimatum at the airport before I boarded my flight. “How do you know about that?”

She shrugs.

“He asked for my ring from your grandpa. He said he was going to propose to you at your graduation, but you told him not to go.”

It was her ring?!

God, she’s always been able to read me well. Sometimes, she knows my thoughts before I do.

I sigh, looking down at my half-eaten dessert. “Actually. We broke up and went our separate ways.” I tell her with a steady tone. “It’s pretty simple, actually. He doesn’t want to be with someone in the military, and at first, I was upset, but now that I’m back home and don’t have the stress of completing the course, I kind of understand where he’s coming from.”

After losing his father to missions and deployments, I can see why he would be hesitant to stay with me, because he had to watch his parents drift apart due to distance and time. My father was in the military too, but he had us when he was older, only a few years from retiring.

Adam and I were together for almost six years. That kind of history isn’t easy to let go of. A small part of me misses him, but the biggest part of me remembers the fight we had at the airport. He didn’t believe in me. Why would I stay with someone who holds me back and doesn’t push me to be better?

Isn’t that what love should be?

Shouldn’t it be about pushing each other until we’re the best versions of ourselves?

“I understand Adam’s side of things. Falling for someone in the military isn’t easy. When I fell for Graham, I didn’t realize how hard it would be. I missed him so much that it felt like I was dying slowly every single day when he was at war.” She trails off, clutching her teddy bear tighter.

“Really? Then, if you felt that way towards him, why would you choose Grandpa Ramon?” I lift my fork with one hand as I ask.

“When we get to the end of the letters, I’ll tell you why. I will give you a hint, though.”

“Yes! Tell me!” I purse my lips together, still savoring the vanilla-flavored sweetness on my tongue.

“There was a bit of an age gap. He was older than I. I was nineteen—he was twenty-eight. No one approved of us being together,” she huffs, agitated.

“Oh, Grandma, who cares what people think?”

“Yeah, I know, but I had no one’s support or approval at the time. Not even from my parents or siblings. I couldn’t tell my friends for a long time because I knew what they would say, things like, I’m too young for him. It was a romance in secret.” She closes her eyes momentarily and pauses, breathing slowly as if in pain. Her IV bag is almost empty.

A secret, forbidden romance.

Kade’s beautiful, magnetic, scarred, hard-ass face pops into my head.

Flashes of the beach, his arms, and his heavy body on top of me. The way I savored every second, I could graze my hands over his hardened muscles and tattoos…

“So tell me, why are you smiling? That’s the smile of someone in love.”

I almost choke on my food when I see her wag her silver eyebrows up and down.

“Abuelita!” I grit out while I cough up a lung.

“Tell me who it is. You’ve already found someone else, haven’t you?”

“No!” I tell her, but my high-pitched tone screams otherwise.

“Tell me, or we read the letters. Your choice.”

My mouth falls open.

“Really, abuelita?”

She nods, and a weak smile pulls at the corners of her mouth.

“Okay, okay.” I stand from my chair and reach for the box that’s sitting by the nightstand of her hospital bed. As I open it, a male nurse comes in, dressed in light blue scrubs, and injects something into her IV.

“How’s the dessert, Mrs. Isla?” He throws the used needle into the proper disposal cabinet.

“Oh, it’s yummy.” She points to the tray, where a telephone sits by the plain white wall. “There’s some leftover if you’d like any?” She settles back into her bed, letting the back of her head rest on the pillow.

“I’m good. Thank you, Mrs. Isla.” He stops at the door, brushing his long blonde hair out of his face, and turns to give us a warm goodbye smile with a wave. “Remember, press the button if you need anything.” He vanishes into the hallway.

“Ready?” I ask, opening the folded papers.

“Si, mija.” She closes her eyes again, gets settled into her pillow, and hugs her blue teddy bear tight.

Dear Graham,

I can’t listen to “We Belong Together” without thinking about you. Every time it plays in the restaurant, it takes me back to the night you stayed until closing time. And we slow-danced to the entire song in an empty diner, just the two of us, until midnight. That was the night you first kissed me. Do you remember that night? Because I sure do. As soon as the song finished, I looked into your iridescent light eyes, and you kissed me, making me feel like a princess with her knight in shining armor. Your hands on my waist, our souls intertwined for a short moment, have been permanently engraved into my dreams. That’s when I knew Graham Huntings wasn’t just a man I shared a connection with. That’s when I knew you were worth waiting for.

All my love,

Grace

I fold the letter, and my abuelita smiles. Usually, after I finish a letter, my grandmother will go on and on about the events, but this time, something has changed. A flicker of the past lingers in her eyes as she loses herself in the depths of her thoughts.

“Grandma? Everything okay?” I place my hand on hers, gently over her wrist, so I’m not touching the IV.

She’s silent as she stares at the door intensely. Her expression changes into an unsettling, confused one. Her brows pinch together as she bends her upper body forward, trying to get up.

“Is he here right now? Graham? Are you back?” She slowly straightens and sits up weakly. She reaches for her cane, but the same male nurse, with widened eyes, comes rushing in.

“What’s happening? Is she okay? Nurse? Is she okay?” I ask.

“Violet, I think you should go now,” he tells me as he consoles my grandmother.

“What the hell? I’m not leaving her like this.” Standing up from the chair, I rush to her other side. I rub her back in circles. This is the first time I’ve ever witnessed her in a frantic state.

Does she think she’s nineteen again?

“Ms. Isla, if you’d like to wait until she calms down, I can speak to you outside and fill you in. I haven’t seen you here in almost a year. Has anyone told you about the state of her condition?”

“I’ve been in training! I’m not going anywhere right now. Just tell me what to do to help!” My stomach churns as I dart my gaze from my grandma to the nurse who is trying to keep her sitting in the bed while she finishes her medicine. She continues to call out Graham’s name erratically. She’s seconds away from becoming violent.

“I don’t think you want to have this conversation in front of her,” he says, as he struggles to calm her.

“Just tell me! What’s going on with her?”

“Your grandmother’s condition has worsened drastically. She only has months before we transfer her to hospice or to pass away at home with her loved ones.”

Broken sweat beads underneath my clothing as the news overtakes my emotions like I’ve been hit by a train.

She can’t leave me. Not right now. Please, God, no.

I can’t lose her. She’s a literal piece of my soul.

“No,” I sputter, my lips and jaw threatening to lock up.

I deny this.

“Sometimes she hallucinates and starts asking for her mother, and sometimes your grandpa. But most of the time, it’s a man named Graham. Who is Graham? Is he an uncle or a cousin?”

“He’s…” I shake my head. “She told me he was her first love. She wanted me to read her these letters because they always put her in a good mood.”

He nods understandingly.

“Mrs. Isla, lie down. Rest.” The nurse cups her hair gently.

“No dejame en paz. Quiero bailar con Graham. Dejame bailar con el, por favor. Dime que está aquí!” No, leave me alone. I want to dance with Graham. Let me dance with him, please. Tell me that he’s here!

Her face reddens, agony written in all of her creased, aged features. My heart cracks and aches as I try to console and remind her of reality.

“Grandma, please, it’s okay.” My voice cracks.

She’s going to die soon, and she’s not begging to see her husband. She’s begging to see a man she fell for as a teenager.

She tries to scratch off the IV that’s hooked inside her veins. Her nails dig into her skin, leaving a trail of red marks.

“Where am I? What’s this? Why am I here?!” she shouts, sobbing, looking around the room in circles—every corner is scoured while she fights the nurse. He stumbles a couple of times as she pushes him off her when he’s only trying to keep her from hurting herself.

Think, Violet, think!

I swallow with determination.

“Graham’s on his way, abuelita. I promise you. Trust me.”

This catches her attention. She stops moving, with hope flashing through her. Her muscles relax, and she stops trying to get out of bed. She lets the nurse lift her socked feet until her back touches the pillow as she keeps her gaze locked on me.

“He’s coming, Grandma. Watch that door, okay? He’ll walk in any second.”

She slowly lifts her shaking chin toward the closed door, her brows knitting.

“I’ve been waiting for him…for so long.” A tear rolls down her cheek before she zeroes in on the door. “Do I look pretty? Do I look okay?”

A sinking hole burrows into my stomach.

Her breathing slows, and the nurse gives me a comforting tilt with his head to keep going. The heart monitor’s riotous beeping slows down to a normal pace.

“Yes, please lie down. He’s on his way.” My heart gallops with uncertainty. I feel like a liar, and a disgusting feeling swirls in my chest with the way it makes my grandma so happy.

“I knew it! He promised we would dance again. He promised me a day on the beach.”

“Is that your guys’ song? ‘We Belong Together’?” I grab her teddy bear and tuck it onto her lap as her panic attack slowly subsides with each heavy breath.

“Yes. He’s coming to dance with me, right? He said he would.”

“Yes. Just lie down, please,” I beg.

“Okay, mija. I’ll lie down. If I fall asleep, please wake me. I don’t want to miss this.”

“Yes, Grandma.”

She slides back down into her bed fully, after letting me take her cane away. I hadn’t noticed my eyes were overflowing with tears until one falls onto the hospital bed. I run the white blankets over her and stop at her abdomen. The nurse gives me a reassuring look with a warm curve of his lips.

God, I hate that these moments are full of pain. I wish whoever the hell Graham is, and if the man is still alive somewhere, he could give my grandma that one last dance she’s asking for. I’d do anything to make her happy before she passes.

I need to find out how their relationship ended and why she chose my grandpa. The temptation to break my promise to her and read past her wishes is raging at me, but I can’t do it.

I must wait. There are only a few letters left.
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“Hello!” I cheerfully greet my ex-boyfriend’s mother.

When Penny opens the door, she’s grinning ear to ear and opens her arms to embrace me. Her muted purple cardigan hugs her thin arms. She’s wearing Christmas wreath earrings decorated with mini ornaments. I notice her bright red lipstick matches her shining brown eyes, which have flecks of red when the sunset hits them just right.

Tears prick my eyes. A motherly hug is something I can use right now. I haven’t had one since I buried my father.

Her warmth comes over me in a wave. I can feel her love through it as she rubs my back up and down as I rest my chin on her shoulder.

“You’re back. It feels like forever since I’ve seen you,” she breathes, giving me one last squeeze. She backs up and rubs my arms as she looks me up and down with pride glinting in her cheerful radiance.

“The year flew by for me,” I joke half-heartedly, which earns me another chuckle from Penny. She puckers her lips with a teasing, genuine smile.

“I can only imagine! How’s your mom? How are your grandparents? They must be so proud of you, Violet!” she exclaims as she opens the door wider, waving me inside.

She doesn’t know how the wheels turned in my mother’s and my relationship. There hasn’t been one text, letter, phone call, or word. She really meant it when she said joining the military was the last straw for her and that she disowned me.

“They’re all good. Grandma is being as strong as she can be with her condition. I haven’t seen my grandpa yet, but I’m going to stop by their house tomorrow. I’m only home for two weeks before I report to my group.”

I’m not entirely lying, but I’d rather keep a positive mindset, so the holiday spirit isn’t tainted with the family drama. Bringing up those details would mean I’d have to talk, which leads to me fighting back the anger, resentment, and grief I fight daily.

I follow after her, greeted by the aroma of vanilla, cinnamon, and wood, most likely coming from the candle that’s burning on her white coffee table. Christmas music continues to sync with the fire crackling from her living room. Penny always decorates for every season—something I also like to do.

I look forward to the day I buy my first house, when I can decorate it for each holiday and bake pies accordingly.

“Which group are you going to?” she asks over her shoulder as she enters the kitchen. “I’m just finishing up a ham, come over and give me a hand. You must be hungry.” Her distant, soft southern tone trickles into my ears over “It’s Beginning To Look A Lot Like Christmas” by Michael Bublé.

I enter the kitchen but stop walking as my heart sinks when I see a familiar face.

Adam.

“Yeah, Violet. Which group are you going to?” Adam sits on a golden barstool by the kitchen island. He throws a pecan in his mouth and chews it while a coy grin plays at his lips. His brow dances as he taunts me for an answer. His light brown hair is chopped into a buzz cut. He wears an all-green and red Christmas sweater over his dark brown slacks.

I didn’t know he was going to be here. Penny left that part out when we were making plans. I thought it was naturally implied that Adam and I were over and most likely aren’t ready to be just friends yet. I didn’t see his car parked out front when I drove in.

Mixed feelings bubble into my veins, and I flutter my gaze to Penny, who pulls out a bright yellow birthday cake from the fridge. She closes it and whips around and slightly hops.

“Surprise!” they both screech happily.

Adam claps his hands roughly. “Happy birthday!”

I roll my lips together, forcing a grateful smile, trying to push away the urge to dart out of the kitchen. I hate surprises, especially when I hadn’t planned to reunite with Adam so soon. I feel ambushed.

Adam strides toward me, making sure his back is toward his mother when he leans into my ear. I stiffen. My whole body crawls with guilt and resentment.

Guilty for overstepping with Kade and resentment towards Adam for breaking up with me the day I left for the course at the airport.

“My girlfriend is back home.” He pecks my cheek and runs his soft hands through mine.

Girlfriend? What game is he playing at?

“I’m going to place this here and run to the restroom really quickly. Don’t move! I need to take a picture of all three of us together!” She runs out of the kitchen and disappears around the corner into another hallway.

“What’re you talking about, Adam? I’m not your girlfriend anymore.” I snort into the shell of his ear. I take a step back, but he catches me by the forearms and brings me closer. The maneuver blindsides me—he’s never been aggressive with me like this.

The stench of liquor on his breath hits me as he replies, “My mother doesn’t know you broke up with me. Please keep that between us for the holidays. She’s going through a lot of stress at work. Her company is downsizing, and I don’t want her to think or worry about us during Christmas.”

“Adam…” I shoot him a scowl. Brushing him off, my nose scrunches.

“Violet,” he mimics and tries to intertwine our fingers, but I pull back. The rejection causes him to frown. I turn my head away, stare at the white tiled floor, and sink my teeth into my bottom lip.

He takes a step back, granting me space. I clear my throat as I watch him with narrowed brows. He glances me up and down as his Adam’s apple bobs.

“You look…different. Still beautiful as ever.”

Unsurprisingly, his compliment doesn’t do what it used to do to my body. I don’t feel anything.

“Where are you getting stationed?”

I purse my lips.

“North Carolina.”

“Nice. So, I’ll still be able to see you anytime I want. You know I visited your grandma often while you were gone.”

I rear back.

“You did?”

“Yeah. It sucks to see her slowly wither awa⁠—”

How dare he talk about her like that? Narrowing my brows at him, my face turns wry.

“She’s not! She’s…” I cut him off with a shout, not knowing what to say. I still don’t want to accept that she’s dying. It’s too painful.

“Sorry…” he murmurs, throwing his hands up to his chest in a surrendering kind of way. “I just wanted to feel closer to you. I fucked up.”

“First, thank you for visiting her, and speaking of which, I want her ring back. Secondly, it doesn’t matter anymore, Adam. It’s been a year since we last saw each other.”

He shuffles backward on his feet.

“It’s been a year since we last saw each other, but only a month since we broke up,” he corrects with a slightly deluded tone to his words. A flicker of denial in his whiskey eyes. He lifts a Christmas mug to his mouth and drinks, never taking his gaze off me. I can only assume it’s the liquor laced with something else that would explain the scent coming out of his pores.

“No, Adam, it doesn’t work like that. Your timeline is severely off,” I retort.

I’ve never seen this side of him before. He’s almost desperate to win me back. Adam has always been selfish in our relationship. He didn’t attend my basic training graduation because he said he had to work, even though I gave him lots of time to plan. I found out that he was partying all night the day before. Our mutual friends told me about the adventurous drunk night he held at his house. He was too hungover the next day to come.

I was always making plans to spend time together, and he spent it on his phone each time we went on a date. In the beginning, it was great, but he changed over time when he went to college. Maybe I wasn’t as in love with him as I thought I was. Perhaps I was comfortable because he was there for me when I didn’t have anyone else.

“Things were rocky before I left. Going away has given me plenty of time to set my expectations and boundaries that I deserve. You were always apologizing, and I was always forgiving. We’d been growing apart for a while, isn’t that what you said?” I snap.

Penny claps her hands when she enters. Her smile tells me she’s utterly unaware of what we’re discussing.

“Shall we get started? We’ll eat cake and decorate the Christmas tree!” Her bright smile reaches her brown eyes as she pulls out three plates from a cabinet.

Adams sips his drink angrily.

I’ll stay for one hour and then leave.

Being around Adam and Penny, I feel like I’ve betrayed them. They can’t find out what Kade and I shared. They wouldn’t understand. At the end of the day, they’re his family, and I’m an outsider. Adam already resents Kade. What will happen when he finds out we’ve crossed a line?
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The doorbell chimes over “Winter Wonderland by Doris Day.” We all turn toward the door midway through decorating the Christmas tree. We only have a few ornaments left, and the tree skirt still needs to be placed underneath. Something Adam and his mother can do. It’s been two hours of pretending Adam and I are still together.

“You two lovebirds stay put.” Penny grins, ruffling Adam’s ear.

Adam is overdoing his acting skills by stealing hugs and kisses on my cheek. Every time he does that, I force a smile.

The doorbell rings again.

“I’ll get that!” Adam’s mother bolts up from the floor and onto her two feet.

“So…” Adam starts as he hands me another ornament.

“When will you tell your mother that we broke up?” My glare latches onto his reddened, glossy eyes.

“When I want to.”

Wait a second.

“Are you high?” I glower.

Adam’s eyes grow wide, but then he nods unbothered.

I shake my head as I learn something new about my ex.

“Tell your mother.”

“No,” he snorts.

“Adam. We’re done. You ended our relationship, remember? You can’t be with someone in the military?” I recite his own words back to him. I hook the silver ball on a branch and watch his face contort in the reflection.

“No, I can’t, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want you.” He twirls my hair with his fingers. I smack them away.

“Adam, you don’t get to come back into my life whenever you feel like it,” I hiss low, trying hard not to attract his mother’s attention.

He opens his mouth, and his chin points like he’s ready to shout at me.

“Oh, I shouldn’t stay, Penny.”

My heart does that weird thing again and dashes hard until I feel it pulse at the base of my neck. It’s ping-ponging in my rib cage.

That voice.

That familiar, deep, addictive voice.

Adam and I freeze as our gazes lift toward the front door. Adam tenses up and narrows his eyes at his father. O’Connell stands there with his helmet in his gloved hands, looking at Penny as she bats her lashes at him. He rides a motorcycle?

I quickly whip my head towards the Christmas tree and try to stay calm and collected when all I see is the night we shared on the beach underneath the bridge. The memory of the dark night flashes through my mind like a slideshow. He fucked me with his tongue into nirvanic oblivion and then withdrew before I could implode. His existence is imprinted into every corner of my soul.

“Come on. It’s the holidays. Maybe we can catch up and talk about the good times?” A stab to the heart strikes me when I continue to hear Penny flirt. From the corner of my vision, I watch her touch Kade’s shoulder flirtatiously.

I have no right to feel the slightest fire that sparks between each shallow breath I take.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Adam presses as he stalks towards his parents.

“Son.” That deep voice rings through my ears and melts my insides. “How are you?” he greets him cheerfully despite his son’s cold behavior.

“Adam. Please be respectful,” Penny scolds him as she tightens her grip on the door.

Don’t look. Don’t fucking look their way.

“Merry Christmas Eve. I stopped by because I wanted to give you a gift. I’m leaving again soon and⁠—”

A box drops to the floor, and an awkward, long pause of silence follows. I turn their way, and my world shifts to slow motion. O’Connell is staring at me like he’s seeing a ghost for the first time. He freezes, his eyes widening and his mouth dropping. Penny and Adam blink at him while he keeps his tensed eyes on me. They follow his gaze to find me awkwardly biting my lip. Adam bends down and grabs the box, eyeing it like he’s annoyed.

I haven’t seen Kade in over a week. Of course, he would be here; why didn’t that cross my mind?

“Oh, that’s Violet. Adam’s girlfriend. They’ve been together since they were teenagers.” Penny waves me over. “I don’t think I ever introduced you two. I doubt Adam has,” she giggles innocently.

“Come say hi. This is Kade, Adam’s father.” Her bright pink lips grow wide. Kade smirks like he’s picturing me naked, but I can’t help but notice there’s regret in the way he moves. He finally turns back to Penny and runs a hand through his beard while he scoffs. He grins and tilts his head towards the ceiling like he’s trying to control his thoughts.

Hell—so am I.

I gather courage and find the strength to move. I reach the entryway in seconds. Adam continues to glare at his dad and reaches for my hand like I’m still his girlfriend, as if to present me to him. I want to slap him away, but I control my seething.

“Hi.” I look up at a tall Kade. He’s still fucking handsome and intimidating as ever.

He deadpans so well. He grips my hand with his calloused, rough palm. I watch our hands move up and down, connecting, and lightning strikes through my chest.

“Hi, Violet.”

Oh, gosh. It’s weird hearing him say my first name again.

As soon as my name falls off his lips, I stop shaking his hand and step back like he’s a stranger. I’m afraid my stunned expression will slip into a yearning one.

“She’s in the Army. She’s in Special Forces like you!” Penny steps in front of me like she wants Kade’s spotlight on her again. I try to go back to the Christmas tree, but Adam throws his hand over my shoulder, forcing me to witness the family reunion. I look away uncomfortably.

“Oh…cool. What a small world.” Sarcasm paints his tone. Heat creeps into my cheeks, and I dare to look at the demon that’s plagued my dreams. Penny reaches over on her tiptoes and ruffles her hand through his black, wavy hair.

“Your hair is longer…” she teases. He returns the smile, and the way his lips curve makes me want to run away. Those lips, that beard, that damn tongue. It should be illegal how fast he makes me melt.

“Yeah, I’ve let it grow out. Anyhow, I was just stopping by. I wanted to give my son a gift. Kirk wants to hang out tonight. I didn’t mean to interrupt tonight, so I’ll get going.”

I take this as my opportunity to leave as well.

“Same. I need to get going. I have a long day tomorrow.” I gently pull Adam’s arm off my shoulder. He goes rigid, with a warning scowl, but I ignore it.

I’m lying. I have nothing to do tomorrow, but still…

“Nonsense!” She uses her hand to cut in front of me, forcing me to stop walking. “In the spirit of the holidays, let’s try to have one night of family…” She looks at a disturbed Adam and a stone-cold Kade.

“Everyone, stay. Invite Kirk over. It’d be nice to catch up with him. I haven’t seen him in years! I have a barbecue pit in the back. Can you kickstart with steaks in the fridge? Adam and I will run to the corner store and get some beer for you and Kirk. I know you like whiskey,” she croons and pokes his chest.

Kade sighs like he’s contemplating.

“I don’t know,” he mumbles uncomfortably. “This isn’t like you. Who are you and what have you done with Penny?” he questions curiously with a tilt of his head. Still, he’s as serious as ever.

“It’s my girlfriend’s birthday, so steaks and beer actually sound like a good time. Right, Violet?” He’s trying to figure out a way to spend more time with me. Adam’s grip on my arm tightens. His fingers and nails dig into my skin to the point where pain strikes back. I try to wiggle out, but he doesn’t let up. Adam’s brown eyes darken—meanwhile, Penny continues to blush and giggle at a nonchalant Kade. His eyes blaze with an emotion I can’t decipher while he catches Adam’s hold around my arm.

I flinch and nod, conceding.

“Right, Dad?” his tone darkens like he’s daring his father to say no. Knowing Kade and his motivation to fix the damaged relationship with his son, his guilt won’t allow him to say no.

“Sure. Just warning you now, Kirk likes to stay up late, but I’ll give him a call.” Kade concedes. He reaches into his pocket, taking out his cell and cigarettes.


24


VIOLET
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Kirk showed up about thirty minutes later. Adam and Penny left for the corner store to grab Shiner, and I stayed. After I take off my shoes, I walk into the kitchen to get a glass of water. I keep checking my phone notifications, hoping for updates on my grandmother and wishing my mother and sister would send me a happy birthday message.

Do they even remember?

It’s hopeless.

They still haven’t called or texted me. As I stare at my zero missed calls and texts log, Kade and Kirk burst into a roar of laughter, grabbing my attention. Kade takes a hit of his cigarette while Kirk chews on tobacco.

Shaking my head, I rub my arms for comfort.

I need to get out of here. Adam is no longer my family. It feels like I don’t belong. Lately, I’ve felt like I don’t belong anywhere. I don’t have a home or family.

But joining the Army has given me a sense of it. I’ve made friends who I consider sisters and brothers. Whenever Kade looked at me, it was a storm of tortured emotions, and I fought against it as much as I could, but it’s one battle I can’t win. He created a dark tunnel to break me, but he always made sure to let me know there was light at the end of it. His arms made me feel safe when I was wrapped in them.

The tall glass I was holding slips through my fingers and shatters at my feet, snapping me out of my thoughts. I take a step back, standing on top of the scattered, broken, and sharp edges. Pain shoots up from the bottom of my foot, and I hiss. A trail of red follows, and I curse aloud.

“Shit.”

The back door explodes open, but I’m too busy looking for the broom and cleaning supplies to look at who it is.

“I’m so sorry. I-I’m clumsy.”

“Here.” He tries to guide me away from the glass.

Kade.

“Step away,” he says.

“No.”

“Step away,” his authoritative tone declares once more.

“No, Kade. I got this.”

“Goddamit, you’re so fucking stubborn.” He grabs me by the waist and lifts me into the air. I gasp as I grip his shoulders. He plops my ass on the edge of the white counter and gets on one knee.

“Let me look at it. I have medical training.”

“Yeah. So do I. I can do this.”

“Fucking hell, Violet. Let me take care of you.” His dark brows knit together. His pupils expand as he pleads. My shoulders slump, and the shell I hide behind obliterates whenever he shows me mercy.

“Sorry.” I apologize weakly. I relax my leg and look around for Kirk. I spot him outside on the phone, walking in circles.

Kade takes off my Santa-themed sock, and my heart beats harder. His heated gaze flicks up to mine. When he tilts my foot to the side, I cringe from the sore sting. A massive piece of glass pokes out of the bottom of my foot; it managed to penetrate through my sock.

He winces as he plucks the glass out of my foot and stands. He throws it in the trash, and I shift, preparing to put my sock back on.

“Don’t move. I’m getting a bandage for you,” he tells me over his shoulder as he walks to the pantry, opens the door, and sure enough, there’s a medical kit. He didn’t have to spare a glance to know that I was already trying to make a run for it.

He’s back on his knees, cleaning up my wound, and grabs white gauze. I try not to look at him…I can’t. It hurts to look at him.

“So, you’re back with Adam?” He breaks the silence.

“Um…no. I’m not.”

He stops wrapping my foot for about three seconds before he continues.

“But I thought he said⁠—”

“He’s lying. I’m only here for Penny.”

“Explain.”

“She doesn’t know we broke up. She’s always been kind to me, so I pretended everything was fine. It’s easier that way.”

He grabs my sock and moves it over my bandaged foot.

“And your family? Where are they? Surely, they’ve missed you. Why weren’t they there to see you at the ceremony?”

I shake my head. I don’t want to talk about it. Why can’t he just stop? He needs to stop acting like he cares. I’m not someone he has to feel sorry for.

“You’re not my cadre anymore. You don’t have to make sure I’m solid. I’m fine,” I quip as a rock in my throat forms. I meet his entrapping eyes, and a shiver rolls down my spine. I’m bewitched every time I look into them, and it’s over for me. Every. Single. Time.

He clenches his jaw like he’s holding back limitless, cruel ideas that spark stardust in my blood.

He reaches for my face like he wants to hold me. It’s the same look he had when I walked away from him at the beach.

“Mariposa,” his tone darkens.

“Don’t call me that,” I warn. I’m being spiteful, I know, but I can’t help it. “We’re not in the field. You don’t get to call me that.”

Damn it. That voice of his. His scent. His body, his skin, his soul. Everything has me in trouble. I can’t be attracted to him, but it may be too late. I need to get out of here because all I want to do is experience how blissful he made me feel when he held me.

Kissed me.

Talked to me.

I crave it more since he’s given me a taste of what it’s like when he claims.

“I’ve gotta go.”

I hop onto my feet and practically rush out of the kitchen. I head toward the front door, grabbing my bag and keys off the accent table. I stuff my feet back in my shoes, ignoring my wound. My fingertips graze the doorknob when I’m pulled into his chest. A panicked gasp leaves my lips, and he palms my mouth to hush me. He keeps walking us forward until my back hits the wall. We’re pressed against each other as I grip the ends of his black sweater like I want to bring him closer, but I don’t. His abdomen meets my chest, and he groans.

“Kade,” my voice is muffled. He looks around us suspiciously. If Kirk or Adam sees us, our careers—everything—can be kissed goodbye.

He turns off the hallway lights with a fast flick and returns his gaze to me. His hand falls to my hip tentatively.

“Let me go,” I plead.

“No. Where is your family?” He rubs his thumb against my cheek in circles.

“You don’t need to know,” I shoot back, trying to calm the fire in my heart.

“You shouldn’t go because of me. No one should be alone on Christmas. I’ll stay away from you for the rest of the night.”

“That’s exactly what I don’t want, don’t you get it?”

A rock forms in my throat, and the wall I’ve put up since joining the military comes back to haunt me. Even in the dark, his eyes gleam with cursed emotions.

I can’t tell if he’s in agony like I am or if he’s upset that I’m here.

“I like you, Kade.”

He stiffens as if I struck him. He furrows his dark brows and sighs. The scent of his cologne entraps me further. It isn’t fair how he can attract me without even trying.

Is he going to say something?

He steps back like being around me is such a bad thing.

“I like you,” I repeat, shrugging my shoulders. “I haven’t stopped thinking of that night. In fact, I think about it too much, and I hate myself for it. I can’t be around you. Our jobs. Our situation. Adam is your son…and Penny?” His shoulders sink, and he takes a step back. My skin already yearns for his flesh to return to mine.

My head moves from side to side vehemently.

“Violet.” He straightens his back. He’s back to being an unreadable force, and I hate it. “That night was never supposed to happen. Do you understand?”

He tilts my chin up with two of his fingers, forcing me to meet his darkened gaze. My lips tremble as his jaw ticks on and off. He shatters my heart as I finally get the answer that’s been echoing in my head like a curse.

“You regret that night?” I murmur as my eyebrows raise.

He runs a hand through his beard like he’s trying to check out of this conversation mentally. The lights from the living room Christmas tree flash against his mesmerizing face. He turns away from me and watches Kirk flip a steak with tongs on the grill, oblivious. He follows up with a swig of beer. Then Kade turns back to me with an expression cold as ice.

“It was wrong.” I watch his Adam’s apple roll. “It was never supposed to happen. We were both reckless that night. I can’t.”

“But it did happen. I wanted it. You wanted it. There’s something between us, and you know it.”

“I’m thirty-eight, Violet. I’m seventeen years older than you.”

“What the hell does that matter?” I retort.

“Trust me, Violet. You don’t want to let me in. I can’t let myself have you…you’ll regret it. There’s a whole list of reasons why we won’t work, and one of them is that I’m an emotionless bastard who will only end up disappointing you,” he warns me in a cold tone like he’s trying to scare me away.

I reach for his face, but he pulls back.

The corners of my lip fall with my heart.

“Do you really regret that night?”

“You don’t want to know the answer to that. That night was the first and last time I’ll ever touch you.” He looks at me like we’re strangers.

My chin wobbles.

“Say it, Kade. Tell me this is all in my head?”

The harsh lines of his face deepen.

“You’re a regret. A moment of weakness. It’s all in your head.”

Rearing back, shocked by his words, my chest tightens, and my heart splinters.

He’s so emotionless. This is the side of Kade that the military and every soldier have warned me about. My hand falls to my side as I blink rapidly.

Cold. Dark. Dangerous. Grim.

Monstrous.

Beastly.

I need to leave.

“You’re a man all about control, and I take that power away from you. It kills you, doesn’t it?” I murmur. He keeps deadpanning, which only heightens my frustration with his silence. “You’re a coward.”

Swinging open the door, my knuckle brushes the tear that escaped. I place my pink beanie on just as Adam and Penny stroll in.

“Hey, babe! Where are you going?” Adam shouts behind me as I walk past them, and my feet meet the driveway.

“Violet! I brought your favorite candies. Please stay. It’s your birthday.” Penny jingles the plastic grocery bag.

I stop walking and take a deep breath, knowing this will be the last time I’ll ever walk out of this house again. I grieved my relationship with Adam and his mother, but now I’m grieving the chemistry I shared with my instructor.

I turn around with a forced smile and watery eyes.

“It’s midnight, Penny. Technically, my birthday is over,” I say slowly with a pained voice. Sorrow paints my tone. “Thank you for today. It was really one of the best days I’ve had in a long time.” Penny palms her chest with a tilted frown.

“It was nice meeting you, Master Sergeant O’Connell.”

I quirk a brow. He straightens his back and gives me a nod like I’m a stranger again. He’s back to putting on the perfect, unreadable mask I used to hate. He walks back into the house…like I’m nothing to him.

Adam is boiling over with balled fists at his side, and his face reddens. While Penny continues to rub her chest like she wants me to return.

“Honey, please stay!” she calls again, but I shake my head.

I spare Adam a firm glance. I hope he gets it through his head that we’re done, and just because I’m back home doesn’t mean I’m a civilian again, available at his disposal.

I’m a soldier. I chose this career. I’m honoring my father, doing this all for him, even if this career forbids me to indulge in forbidden desires. My job and duty come first.

“Goodbye, Adam. I’m sorry, Penny, but Adam and I are no longer together.”
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“Kade!” Tillie, my neighbor and local university student, is throwing yet another agonizing party full of drunken people and loud music that infiltrates my property.

When did I get so grumpy? When did it bother me to have people park in front of my lawn?

I’m never home, but when I am, it’s hell.

“Yes, Tillie?” I sigh.

She jogs over the street with a red cup in hand. When she reaches the passenger side of my truck, she stumbles and grips my shoulder for balance.

“Whoa, sorry about that,” she giggles, and her hand returns to her hip.

“It’s okay.” My eyes thin into slits.

“Want to join the party? You haven’t been home lately, and it looks like you need a break from work.” A deep shade of crimson brightens her cheeks.

Every time I come back home from deployments or missions, Tillie is on my front door or lawn. This is probably the twentieth time I’ve rejected her passes since moving into the neighborhood.

“No,” I say as I slam my truck door.

She frowns, losing the flirtatious curve of her lips abruptly.

I lock the door with the key fob, pressing the button twice until it beeps. She stays by my truck as though waiting for me to change my mind.

I don’t.

Eventually, she gets the hint and jogs back over to her place. From my peripheral vision, a group of women surrounds her in her front yard, studying me. They hide their smirks and continue to watch me.

“I tried.” Tillie sighs louder than she should over the loud, blaring, shitty music.

“He’s…so fucking hot!” one of the girls says.

“Single dad is my type,” another one adds.

My muscles pull taut as I walk faster.

Me? A man nearing his forties isn’t interested in being invited to what seems like a party for young college students in their twenties. What the hell am I supposed to do at a party? The first thing I do when it’s nine at night and I’m home is rack the fuck out. That’s what I do.

I shake my head as I reach the front door, pissed off that she thought I would ever say yes to that. I know she didn’t mean any harm by it, but still.

There’s a sense of peace as soon as I unlock the keys to my new place. But it never lasts too long. A wave of loneliness crashes straight into my mind and soul, cracking my hope that I’ll hear their voices again, welcoming me home as they did before. It’s been years since my divorce, but when you thought you had a wife and son to come home to, that warm feeling never entirely slipped away for me. It left a permanent false hope in my heart.

I toss my car keys onto the entryway table, hearing the metal clink against the wood. I lock the door and take my top off, followed by my camo shirt. I undress as I head into my bedroom. I push open the door and pull the shirt over my head, leaving only my dog tags hanging over my chest and neck, lingering just above the massive scar I carry on my chest from a bullet that almost took my life when I was deployed to Africa.

My stomach growls as I sit at the end of my perfectly made bed. I start untying my boots. My feet feel like they can’t breathe when I wear them. There’s always a level of relief when I pull them off. I’m fucking hungry, but I can’t seem to work up the energy to cook something.

Same shit, different fucking day. I do this little routine before I leave for work at five in the morning. I make my bed, put on a pot of coffee, and drive into the darkness with my Thermos in my truck because I’m awake before sunrise. That’s how work always starts.

My appetite has been shit these past few months. I’ve been forcing myself to eat to maintain performance. I’ve always been this way. Keeping my body trained, sharp, and ready for missions. But lately, for the first time in my life, the thought of not caring anymore about anything bangs into my head like demons wrecking my once positive outlook on life. Death hovers over me like a damn shadow when I’m alone and not working.

But I’m too hesitant to talk about it. No one talks about it. It’s taboo to let anyone in on what it feels like to come back home after the shit we’ve seen: war, death, torture, the survivor’s guilt. Sometimes, we come back with physical scars to prove it.

After freeing my feet, I take off my socks and toss them in the hamper in my room.

This life isn’t for everyone.

This life is hard.

This life is lonely sometimes.

But I wouldn’t change a thing.

I’m a special forces soldier. I worked hard and sacrificed. My job is to protect and serve alongside my brothers—something bigger than myself. This is what I was meant to do…but it’s not easy, and it certainly isn’t fair.

I turn on the news and undress until I’m in my boxers. I unhook my watch, tuck my knife into my nightstand drawer, and close it. Sitting on the right side of the bed, I palm my face, staring at the new piece of wood I bought that sits on my nightstand.

What should I carve next?

A smile pulls at my lips, and a warm, good feeling slithers inside my gut as a pair of honey-brown eyes flash in my head—a free, confident, and strong human who tastes the same as her sweet heart. I still can’t believe I kissed her. I broke my rule without even a second thought, and it felt like a breath of fresh air.

The fact that she feels like she has no family concerns me.

Penny mentioned something about how her mother and sister place blame on her shoulders for her father’s death. What kind of person does that? Cuts their daughter out of their life because of something that I’m assuming was out of her control? I want to know everything about her. I want to know why she and Adam broke up. I want to know what makes her laugh and if she thinks carving wood is a hobby she’d enjoy. Would she think it’s stupid? Penny and Adam never cared to keep the things I carved for them, but I still try. I want to know what her favorite color is. Is it red? I’ve been trying to catch my breath ever since I saw her dance in that dress. I want to know what her favorite food is. I want to know all the little details that no one else knows.

But it’s not my place to get to know her.

I promised I’d stay away from her. I don’t need to fuck up her life with my demons and betray Adam more than I already have. It turns out, I wasn’t the only one betraying somebody. After Violet left, a young woman showed up. I recognized her voice and tracked it immediately. She was the girl he was in bed with when he called me to ask me to keep an eye on Violet. He brought over the girl he’d been cheating on Violet with to the house after she announced they were done. Penny knows he’s been sleeping around behind her back but played fake in front of her face. I couldn’t do it. I left as soon as the other woman showed up.

The smooth thoughts are ripped away when a breaking news alert flashes across the screen.

“Navy SEALS ambushed overseas.”

Sure enough, my phone pings over and over again. The group chat is going wild, and my short leave is interrupted.

It’s time to go to work.


TWO MONTHS LATER


26


KADE


Sixty days ago, I went on a top-secret mission—sixty mornings and nights where I was halfway across the world. Work is an obsession. Years and years of this lifestyle, constantly focused and determined on my job, it’s my way of life, but for the first time, there was something different that came with me and hasn’t left.

Or someone.

It’s my first week back, and I’m welcomed with more work. I’m on orders to take the lead on a mission in the Middle East and meet with the group I’ve been ‘voluntold’ to take charge of.

Walking into the doors of the small building on base, I can feel all eyes on me once I take the first step inside. Booker stands tall in the center of the room, and every other soldier sits at a desk while he talks. I haven’t seen him since the last day of the course. Taking my green beret off my head, I clench my jaw when reality sinks in. This may be my last year of attending these meetings. I’m still trying to make up my fucking mind. The decision to retire or give more years to the Army is weighing heavily on my shoulders. I could retire this year, but something changed my mind. It didn’t feel right.

Everyone turns my way, and my heart skips when I see familiar black hair and a mesmerizing face.

Violet Isla, Mariposa.

She’s sitting on the right side of the room next to Anna Castle, call sign: Raven.

I want to rip my gaze from her, but something makes me double-take. It’s not the tight face she’s making—clearly shocked by my presence. It’s not the way her natural beauty grabs me by the throat every time I look at her. No…no, it’s not that. It’s the fucking diamond ring on her engagement finger that sends me into a confused rage.

I swear to fuck if it means what I think it means…

What else would it mean? A diamond ring is on her finger. She’s engaged? She’s going to get married?

Everything happens fast. It only took me one second to analyze her. Seeing that she’s engaged, rubbing her thighs together, and that cute thing her cheeks do whenever she sees me. She blushes—her body going still as a statue.

Castle chews her gum faster and drums her fingers against her chin with a beaming smile.

“Everyone, welcome back Master Sergeant O’Connell. He’s taking the lead on this operation.” Booker moves to the side, placing his hands behind his back.

And just like that, my soul has been sucked out of my body. I knew I’d assigned her to this group, but I didn’t think our proximity would be this close together again. She’s on the team I’m being assigned to take charge of. She just keeps popping up and has the audacity to wear a fucking ring when she only broke up with my son a few months ago.

Still, I push my conflicting feelings aside and tuck them back into the space where she haunts me. Is it awkward? Sure. But right now is not the time to spiral into my thoughts.

“I’ll make this as quick as possible because I need everyone to get back to their rooms, pack and relax, and call your loved ones because we’ll be gone for quite some time. This isn’t like any other operation you guys have seen, so Booker and I will lead. Many of you guys are newer and still have much to learn.” I stare directly at Violet, and her tense lids flutter when I do.

“We need to find this man,” I point to the projector behind me, where a photo of the high-value target is displayed. “He is responsible for murdering and torturing innocent people. That includes U.S. Marines and military men and women from the British Armed Forces. He is also the one responsible for the terrorist attack on the US embassy that was on the news a few nights ago. Intel has confirmed this.”

I inform them of the mission’s expectations, looking at everyone in the room and remembering their faces. Next, I lay out the rules. I will never get used to seeing the evil in this world. Every deployment is something new. As much as I want to protect Violet from it, I have no right to intervene. She knows what she signed up for. She knows it’s life or death whenever we step into a warzone. I warned her time and time again when she was my student.

I inform everyone of the plan of execution, taking it step by step and avoiding looking at the one woman who makes me overthink.

Why did I keep her in North Carolina? She could have gone to the West Coast, but I knew deep down the real reason why I did it. It’s not because of what happened in the shower, or what transpired underneath the bridge on that fucking beach.

If that were the case, she would have been halfway across the country where her presence couldn’t fuck with my head because the truth is. I can’t stop wanting to look after her, and that’s a fucking problem.

Booker intervenes and finishes the meeting for me. Stepping aside, he walks before me and says, “We’re close to finding the threat. So we’re on standby for now…waiting for that call.”
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“Chaos and Beast are on another mission together. The boys are back!” Booker exclaims with a chirpy tone as he pushes through my office door.

“Knock next time when you walk into my office, asshole,” I murmur as I tuck my project away quickly. Sliding my drawer open, I throw my mini carving kit inside before he can see what I’m working on. Using the back of my hand, I brush the wood shavings off my pants.

“God, you’re extra grumpy today. Why the sad face, old man?”

Grimacing, I flip him off.

“I’m only two years older than you, fucker.”

“Love it when you talk dirty to me,” Booker teases. Annoyance crosses my face as I fold my arms across my chest. He pulls out his lunch—a sandwich with an apple paired with a Red Bull.

“These things are bad for you.” Stealing his Red Bull away, I open it and take a sip.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Shrugging nonchalantly, he pulls another Red Bull from his lunch box and places it on the floor by his feet so I can’t reach it.

“Jesus, Booker, how many fucking energy drinks do you have in there?” I lift a curious brow.

“Do we really want to talk about how many Red Bulls I carry in here, or can we talk about how Violet blushed when I stood up to introduce you? Do you think she has a thing for me?”

Something inside of me chips. The pencil I was banging against my desk cracks in half as my hands curl. The control I had inside me broke the night I tasted her. My mouth opens before I can stop the rage that rolls out.

“That’s my son’s ex-girlfriend. She is off-limits to you. Do you understand me?” A slow, clear warning intercepts every syllable of my words. I point my finger at his chest, then drop it to my side.

Fuck.

Booker goes rigid before he can take the first bite of his sandwich. He pales and cranes his neck toward me with widened hazel eyes.

“What the fuck. Kade…what the fuck?” He studies me for an answer. I inhale as I force myself to relax.

“Why are you just telling me? She was with Adam? How long have you known?!” he finally takes a bite and chews slowly. He starts to chuckle through each bite. “Holy shit. Small world.” 

Standing up from my desk, I run my palm over my beard. Even my closest friend can’t stop talking about her. Still, who the fuck is she engaged to?

“Does Adam know she’s about to deploy? Does he know that she’s getting married?”

I grip the windowsill tightly until my knuckles turn white. My head falls between my collarbones as my lids fall shut. I really don’t want to talk about Violet. I don’t want to think of her.

I. Don’t. Want. Violet.

“I’d rather not talk about her. We’re about to head out on this mission, and I’d rather talk about anything else.”

“Say no more. Yet it makes sense why you’re so protective of her.”

“Booker…” My tone darkens.

I haven’t told anyone about that night at the beach. I’m not someone who opens up easily, especially regarding women. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to come to terms with what that night was. It’s easier and better for her if she stays away from me.

“Fine. Fine. A quick and short update on my shitty love life. I found a girl that I’m interested in. She’s sweet, independent, and funny as hell. Her dark humor matches mine.” His teeth sink into his red apple.

“Who’s the poor woman?” I sneer.

“Her name is Katia. You don’t know her”—he stops chewing—“unless your son dated her too?” he antagonizes, looking dead at me. I grab the closest thing I can find and launch it at him. He dodges the tissue box before it connects with his head, and it glides across the floor.

He roars with laughter, making me smirk.

Asshole.

“Anyways, it feels good to have someone to come back home to now. Although it sucked when I had to tell her I’d be gone for a while and can’t tell her where or when I’d be back.”

“That’s how it is,” I say, crossing one leg over the other.

“Have you found anyone yet? What about Karen? That girl would do anything for you to wife her up.”

“Nope, no one. Karen and I were never a thing. She deserves someone who’s more available.” I look out my window, and the sight before me has my jaw tensing and my muscles pulling in my uniform.

Turn around, Kade.

Tempted to pull out my knife, I turn around and watch my best friend finish his lunch. I need to distract myself before I leave the building and do something I regret.

“No one, huh?” He claps his hands before he grabs a tissue from the box I threw at him. He pats his lips and throws everything in his lunchbox. Standing up from the chair at my desk, he grins with hazel eyes, seeing through me.

“No one,” I repeat.

“Then why did it feel like you were going to snap my neck and beat me to a pulp for saying her name?”

“Whose name?” I shoot back. The question sharpened to a pointed edge.

“You know exactly who I’m talking about. You can fool everyone here, Kade, but not me.”

His once playful expression shifts into a serious one.

Grabbing a stack of papers, I flip through the paperwork, doing anything to distract myself from talking about my personal life.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Kade, you’re my brother. I’ve seen you through a lot of shit, and you deserve to be happy. Remember that. Even if it’s Violet.”

Before I can get a word out to deny and spew some bullshit, he closes the door.
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VIOLET


[image: musical notes] Love Me Harder by Ariana Grande

My first mission could be any day, and it’s pure agonizing silence. It’s been over a week since Kade walked into that room, and he’s been overly distant. It’s like he can’t stand the sight of me. Even though months have passed, he’s still in me, gripping my ability to breathe because his memory floods my veins and blood, but then my heart aches because our situation is cruel.

I’m not sure why Booker had me refuel the Humvee, but Kade wanted to ensure I did it right, so he tagged along.

The way he called me a regret on my birthday fuels my anger towards him. Why did he break for me? Why did he kiss me and make me feel like the only woman in his world? Why did we play pretend on the beach if he was just going to treat me like trash when he’s around me?

But most importantly, why do I have any expectations? Why do I crave his attention like a moth to a flame?

I hate being beside him, and he won’t talk to me. I want to get under his skin, how he’s burrowed in mine, and frustrate him.

“The weather is great today. Not too cold, not too hot. Perfect day to run, go to the range, or I don’t know, talk to the person you’re going to be on a mission with soon,” I mutter sarcastically.

Silence.

Asshole. Still a jerk. Why would I think he changed?

“When we stopped in Germany, I decided to travel a bit. It brings me joy to experience the culture, try new foods, and see what life is like in other places. The views you get from different oceans and mountains. The history and art leave me breathless. Traveling can turn you into a storyteller, you know? That’s part of the reason I joined. I’ve gone out a few times with Castle. We’ve gone to the local markets, and she tries to flirt with the locals.”

Silence. He keeps looking out at the window as we near the barracks.

I’m trying to get under his reptilian facade, but it’s not working. I have to hit harder.

“Why did you assign me to North Carolina if you’re going to treat me like shit? Why?”

“I can assure you, I’m treating you just like every soldier here that I’m in charge of,” he murmurs, not making eye contact.

I scoff, fixing the sunglasses on the bridge of my nose.

“Really? If you say so.”

“I do fucking say so.” His deep voice vibrates through his chest. “Maybe I assigned you to North Carolina because I know what it’s like to lose the only family you thought you had left. Did it not occur to you that maybe I pulled some strings because of your grandmother?”

Finally, he turns to me while I try to process his outburst.

“If the only family I had left were slipping away, I’d like to think you’d want to be closer to her. It’s not Greenville, but it’s the closest damn army post to that hospital you visit.”

My throat tightens. He did this so I could spend more time with my grandmother. He remembered that conversation in the shower.

He doesn’t miss a thing, does he?

“Pull over,” he growls.

I swerve slightly but regain my composure on the steering wheel.

I turn to make sure I’m not hearing things, and sure enough, the devil next to me is looking straight at me with a familiar scorching gaze. His pupils expand, and the blue flecks in his eyes glow.

What? He’s going to take this from me, too?

“I’m more than fucking capable of driving the Humvee, O’Connell,” I spit back as I continue to drive. My heart thumps faster. Blood rushes to my ears, and I tighten my hand on the wheel.

“Pull. Over. Now!” he snarls in the same authoritative tone he used to scream at me during training.

He’s pissed, but why?

“No! You don’t get to order me around! Not anymore!”

“Stubborn woman.” Suddenly, his big, black-gloved hands roll on top of mine, and he forces me to pull into the parking lot with the rest of the military vehicles. I press on the brakes just as he unhooks his seatbelt.

“What’s his name?” He glares at the ring on my finger.

Shit. I forgot to take it off.

I shake my head. Does he really not know? It shouldn’t surprise me. Why would Adam start opening up to him now?

Don’t say anything.

“It’s none of your business.”

“Do I know him?”

“Why do you care? I’m a regret, remember?”

Darkness looms over both of us like a shadow. His aura has completely changed into something possessive.

“You want to pretend that I’m nothing to you?” With his voice deepening, he says it brokenheartedly. That’s when I realize there are dark half-moons under his eyes. Has he not been sleeping?

“You want to act like you didn’t enjoy my knife being held to your throat, that that night didn’t turn you on, that you’re not dripping wet for me right now, Mariposa?”

That night had been everything. He had unlocked something inside of me I never knew existed. A sense of need and desperation drives a tightening in my core when he reminds me of how he left his imprint on me that night.

“You want to pretend that you’ve forgotten just exactly how I ruined you for any other man?”

My clit throbs as his eyes narrow with joy.

“Let me remind you,” he dares.

“Kade…” I warn. “Don’t touch me if you’re going to run away from me and call me a regret the next day. Don’t touch me if you’re not ready to be a man and claim me like you mean it.”

“Oh, I’m not some fuck boy that falls in love fast.” He points to the ring on my finger with his blade. “I’m a man who’s going to use all your holes and make you forget about the one who put that meaningless ring on your finger.”

His hooded eyes meet mine, my breath catching in my throat. Kade doesn’t talk much, but the filthy words that are coming out of his mouth have my panties soaked. I chew the inside of my lip as his chest rises and falls fast, matching my shallow breaths. 

He doesn’t get to do this to me—to play with my emotions and then retreat. If he wants me as badly as I want him, he needs to prove it.

“Don’t you fucking dare run from me this time,” he snarls.

“Is it really me that’s been running?” I point out, raising one brow.

I know I ran from him the night of my birthday at Penny’s house, but I couldn’t deal with his rejection. He’s the one turning me down because he’s scared of the way I make him feel.

“Yes,” he responds sharply.

“I don’t believe you.” I turn off the Humvee, jump out of the vehicle as fast as possible, and run into the nearest building I can find. I’m not sure what I’m doing, but what I do know is that he has my blood heated.

I want to melt.

I want to give in.

I want him to remind me how good it feels to let go and break the rules.

No remorse. Unforgiving. And rogue.

I believe he takes life a little too seriously, and he’s still capable of smiling even though he’s been through dark times. Booker didn’t give me any details, but I would like to make him laugh again and realize I’m not so bad.

Running away, I push into what looks like a medic closet full of kits and supplies. I lock the door, biting my lip. I keep walking back until my back hits a shelf, making me jump out of my skin. His loud, heavy footsteps thud behind me as he chases.

What the fuck am I doing?

And why does being chased after turn me on so much?

Two loud knocks rock the door.

I don’t respond as my heart pounds harder against my bones. A pulse in between my thighs soars as I watch the doorknob rattle. I should feel bad, but I don’t. I want him. I’ve wanted him since I first laid eyes on him. I wanted him even more when he showed me I was stronger than my fear. No one gets me like he does. No one listens to or sees me like he has or pushes me past my limits like he has.

I. Want. Him.

My phone vibrates. I pull it out of my pocket, and my eyes narrow at the ominous, threatening message. I still don’t have his number saved. He has my number because Booker created a group chat for the mission.

Unknown:


You think a door will stop me?




Me:


Last chance, Kade. If you want me, you’ll have to prove it. Walk away now. You aren’t a man of your word.




I wait silently for the next five minutes, staring at our private messages. Nothing comes through—not even a blinking typing cloud—and disappointment hovers over me. My lips press into a grimace, and my back sags against the shelves.

He really walked away.

Of course, he did.

Shutting off my phone, I unlock the door. With bated breath, I wait for any type of sound, but nothing happens. Twisting the knob, I walk out into the hallway, twisting my head to the right. The small on-post clinic is closed. No one is here. The small waiting lobby is full of empty chairs. Not a single person sits behind the empty front desk. The only sound is the heavy air conditioning running through the ceiling.

A shadow swallows me, and I react quickly. I close the door on Kade once again and lock it. My hands shake with excitement and vengeance as I walk away from his riotous knocks. My chest heaves stormily, brewing with lust.

It grows quiet, making my brow quirk.

Did he give up?

Then, the door caves inward.

Kade kicked the door open.

Holy shit.

If he wanted to, he really would.

Before I can take another step, his rough palm is wrapped around my throat, and the other muffles my scream. He pushes me back into the closet and kicks the broken door back closed until it’s ajar.

“I won’t tell you how I feel—I’ll show you. Is that man enough for you?” His hooded eyes roam my body hungrily. Starving. Crazily.

“Show me.” I dare him.

His eyes darken—the wrinkles around his beautiful eyes crease.

“On your knees.” He attacks my lips with his. I fight him, but he doesn’t budge, even though I want him to fight for me harder.

“Just a guy and girl in the closet?” he asks, breaking the kiss, my lips already swelling from how hard he’s devouring me. He pulls off his belt and smirks. “Like the beach?”

“Kade! I thought we couldn’t do this! Our careers! You told me yourself!”

It comes out muffled between his harsh kisses. His tongue begs for entry, and I either want to bite it off or suck on it. He ignores me, and he groans when he cups my ass, pressing his bulge into me.

“Why?” I shout.

“Why, what?” he snaps.

“Why are you giving in to us now?!”

“Maybe, I don’t like the idea of you wearing a ring. Maybe, I don’t like you teasing anyone else’s cock but mine. And maybe I don’t like the idea of you getting married so fast after enlisting! It happens way too often—soldiers getting married right after graduation, and I hate to see you make that cliché decision.”

“Again, it’s none of your business,” I shoot back.

He’s jealous.

“Tell me you didn’t miss this?” I feel his fingers pull my pants free until they’re loose. He slips his two fingers in my wet panties and starts to circle my clit.

“Tell me you haven’t thought about my cock and fingers these past few months?”

“I haven’t!” I tell him sternly with a straight face, fighting the truth.

A lie that falls effortlessly with a skip in my heart.

I think about him every night. His arms, voice, and scent are the anchors that peacefully sink me into sleep. And when I wake up, I want to go back to a place where we can be together, and that’s only in my dreams.

I may be stupid for feeling this way towards him so fast, but I have to hold onto some kind of light in my darkness.

He pulls back, and I drop to my knees, letting him take control. I watch him, entranced in his world, the world where there are no rules. Somewhere only we know.

“I guess I have to fuck those lies straight out of your mouth, Violet.” He smirks and starts to unbutton his pants. They pool around his ankles. He exposes his hard cock, fisting it. Pre-cum glistens, leaking at the tip, and I want to taste. I stare at it, in awe of his size, when he says, “Spit on my dick, baby, make it nice and wet.”

He slaps my face with his cock several times on my cheeks. He drags the head, leaving streaks of his pre-cum on my lips like he’s painting me.

I’m still upset about him calling me a regret, though, and his hot-and-cold behavior toward me.

“You put it in my mouth, and I’ll bite it off. I want an apology for what you said to me.”

He yanks my ponytail upwards until I’m facing his cold, punishing stare. I hiss, but how does he know which buttons to push? The long, deep scar on his right eye creases when he smiles.

“You use your teeth, and I won’t be fucking your mouth; it’ll be the back of your throat that gets it. How’s that for an apology?”

I love it when he’s mean to me.

He pushes it inside my mouth, and my clit throbs.

“Such a puny dick,” I spit with rage, knowing damn well it should be illegal to have a cock that thick and long. I’m getting under his skin on purpose because whenever I act like a brat, he punishes me for it.

My tongue laps him like it was made for me, and his taste has me eager to devour him until I see stars. He starts to fuck my throat viciously with grunts and moans. Pain shoots into my flesh like he wants me to remember this moment for the rest of my life. Hell, I want him to remember this moment for the rest of his life. I like him too damn much already. I know that.

“If it’s so small, then why the fuck are you bleeding tears for me right now?” I gurgle on his girth as he continues to roll his hips and thrusts wildly.

Warmth rolls down both cheeks, my mascara running down and blurring my vision with black flecks. He keeps going, and then he closes my nostrils with his fingers so I can’t breathe.

Fucker.

I whimper, and my muscles twitch, but then he slaps my face, stunning me until I’m wetter. The slap was hot and harsh, but not enough to hurt, and more than enough to turn me on.

Does slapping turn me on? It sure as fuck does now.

I narrow my eyes, sending daggers into those mesmerizing pale blue and vibrant deep green eyes.

“Why can’t you talk?” he taunts me as he pulls my ponytail tighter, and I suck harder.

“Maybe if you stop complaining so fucking much and admit you missed me, I’ll think about letting you come,” he tells me with a cold tone as he admires me on my knees, choking on his length.

I’ve missed his taste. No one has ever made me feel the things he has. His balls slap my chin, and it only makes my pussy clench on air.

“Tell me you missed me. Scream it.”

He pulls out just enough for me to talk and move my tongue before he’s ramming it back in. I suck harder, tasting every single vein and the shape of his dick; he tastes so addicting. I can suck him off all night if he lets me.

He slides out, letting my nose go.

“I missed you! You asshole!”

Slamming his thick massive cock back inside my mouth, I gag, but I regain my composure quickly. The way he’s moving, his rough possessive need to own me—it’s exhilarating.

He pulls out of my mouth, ropes of saliva trailing after, and traces my lips with his head. His pre-cum is dripping from his tip. “I bet if I tear off your panties right now, your pussy will be dripping wet, begging me to fuck it. Or maybe I should take your ass while your pussy weeps for me? Maybe then you’ll beg for it and say please like a good fucking girl.”

Anal? No one has ever fucked me there before, but Kade makes me so damn curious. His cock is beautiful, and I’d like him to fuck me every which way he can.

Massaging his balls, I look up at him as he narrows his brows at me, tightening his grip on my hair as I continue to take his length, deep throating him to no end.

“Fuck,” he groans. “It’s such a shame your pussy is so off-limits to me, because I’ve been wanting to fuck it until you’re screaming for me to stop, and when you do, I’ll fuck you just a bit harder.”

He thrusts faster, making me gag. I smile as he makes me choke on it.

“Harder, Kade.”

The sound of me sucking, savoring his taste…everything about Kade…has me wanting to rub myself. I clench my thighs together as he fucks my throat deeper until more tears are falling down my cheeks and saliva is dripping off my chin. He tsks, shaking his head. He kicks my thighs apart with his boot and slaps my hand away from moving into my panties. His thrusts speed up until warmth fills my throat. He spills his cum inside me with a loud growl and slows his movements, but he pushes deeper until he’s practically down my throat.

As soon as he pulls out, I swallow every drop.

“Good girl,” he rasps, tucking his cock back into his boxers. He buttons himself back up while I’m soaking wet. He smirks cruelly and grabs me by the jaw while I’m still on my knees.

“Do you want to come, Mariposa?” His voice is intertwined with disdain.

I nod frantically.

His grin intensifies, and he leans down. I pucker my lips, ready for his dominating kiss. I’m prepared to beg for it while I wait for him to close the distance. As soon as his sultry breath touches my lips, he forces me to open my mouth with his fingers. My eyelids flutter wildly as I let him take control of my gaping open mouth, and he spits.

He spits into my mouth.

With widened eyes, I glare at him.

“Swallow. That’s all you’ll get from me until you give me a name.”

Rising and standing straight, I swallow and nudge him with my shoulder as I pass him while he tries to slide his belt back in the loops.

My ringtone pings in between us, and he scowls.

Castle.

She’s been calling and texting me for the past twenty minutes. We made plans to hang out. It’s our last weekend of freedom before the mission, and I promised we’d go down to the bonfire and play Catan.

“Is that your future husband? Are you going to tell me who it is?” he asks with a deep, husky timber, a desirable sound reverberating in the base of his throat.

“And if it is him?” I spit with an aggravated tone.

Silence.

With my hand on the doorknob, ready to flee the villain I’ve come to admire, I turn around to give him one last glance. He still hasn’t lifted his eyes to me. He runs a hand through his beard as he finishes putting on his belt.

“I have to go.” I turn around and grab the doorknob, but before I can push it open, his fingers wrap around my throat and squeeze. He slams me against the wall, and I scratch his wrists. He’s so rough, yet so careful not to actually hurt me.

Dominant but precise.

Dangerous yet seductive.

“I’m not done with you yet,” he breathes against my lips as he squeezes harder. “If you speak to that asshole, I’ll knock your fucking door down tonight and fuck you until your legs ache and your cunt is sore. It will be my cum that leaks from your well-fucked pussy while you’re on the phone with your fiancé.”

“I won’t believe it until I see it.”

“Isla?!” Castle’s distant voice shouts, making Kade take a step back from me. Before he lets me go, I hook my hand around his wrist and place one of his fingers inside my mouth and suck on it.

He groans, and those beautiful, hooded eyes darken.

Popping his finger out of my mouth, I smirk.

“Apology accepted.”

I run out of the room, leaving Kade just as unsatisfied as me.
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KADE


[image: musical notes] Hurt by Johnny Cash

Violet leaves when we hear Castle’s distant shouting from outside the clinic’s door. I stay in the closet and wait a few minutes, so it doesn’t give off any red flags.

She gets under my skin. I’m convinced she’s doing it on purpose at this point. I wish I were strong enough to tell her I don’t want her, but it would be a damn lie. I like her stubbornness. A stubborn little butterfly—but she’s my stubborn little mariposa.

I will find out who that man is and ensure she avoids a mistake like marriage. If I have to keep fucking that ring off her finger, then that’s what I’ll do. She’s not going to make the same mistake I did, which is to believe that marriages last, especially when you have a job in special operations. I don’t want her to settle down just yet.

I exit the building where I made Violet choke on my dick. I take one step before being met with a smirking, satisfied Booker. I deadpan as best as possible, grab my set of Aviators, and slide them on.

“Truck all fueled up?” he asks, chewing his gum harder. His mustache lurches upward as he chews through a cheeky grin.

“Yup.”

Reaching into my pants for a cigarette, Booker catches up to my side as the sun sets. We walk toward our housing area while a cool, dry breeze blows through us, and I gaze at the mountains with a pink and purple sky above them.

“And I’m guessing your balls are empty?”

I stop in my tracks, giving him a death glare. I don’t need to pull off my sunglasses for him to know he’s pushing it. Clenching my jaw, I continue to narrow my eyes at him while he raises his hands, surrendering the topic while chuckling. My silence is his warning.

“I’m going to fucking kill you if you don’t shut the fuck up,” I snarl.

Bringing the cigarette between my teeth, I light it.

He shrugs.

“Anyways, I came to find you because Delta wants to pull a few off the team for a humanitarian mission tomorrow. It should only be a couple of hours.”

Blowing out the smoke, I shake my head.

“I don’t like it.”

I have a bad feeling.

“I don’t, either,” he shrugs, grabbing a cigarette from my pack.

Twisting my neck side to side, my bones pop as that familiar stress of war creeps into my veins.

“Violet isn’t going,” I say, taking another hit. Booker quirks a brow at me. “If she volunteers to go when you announce it tomorrow to the team, you make sure she’s not on that list.”

I don’t want her to go anywhere if I’m not there.

“Roger that, Master Sergeant.”
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Everyone is at the pit tonight. Drinking, watching movies, shooting the shit, and I’m in my office alone, going crazy. I enjoy being alone, and I’ve gotten used to it since my divorce. Being in the military for so long, I’ve adapted to a quiet, alienating lifestyle. My mother and siblings live in Colorado, and I’ve been stationed on the East Coast for as long as I’ve been enlisted. It’s been a while since I’ve seen them, but they send a care package my way for each deployment.

I’ve never cared about any of the women in the past I’ve fucked from time to time. I didn’t care to know their names or if they were messing around behind someone’s back. It’s quite frankly none of my business, and I’ve never developed feelings for another person since my ex-wife.

But Violet Isla has ruined me by giving me a taste.

Who the fuck is she engaged to?

Flipping my next wooden project over, I concentrate harder as I use a small blade to get the details just right. Carving wood always relaxes me, but it’s not easing the need to know what’s going on in her pretty little head. Marriage is an eight-letter word of straight bullshit. It’s an eight-letter word of false hope because promising yourself to another person is as utterly depressing as it sounds. If I can stop another person, namely Violet, from staying clear of that false commitment, I’ll do it.

With each passing second, I grow more stressed. I keep carving hard, deep, concentrating, and lost in thought as Johnny Cash’s rendition of “Hurt” continues to play. My knee bounces up and down fast, anxiously.

Fuck, I need another drink.

Grabbing my full glass of whiskey, I down it in one go. The liquid burns down my throat fast, and I place the glass back down harder than I should on my desk.

There isn’t a high divorce rate in special operations for no reason. Who wants to wait months to a year for their partner to come back home? Who wants to put themselves through lonely nights and days in a duty station far from home, worrying if they’re dead or alive?

As I cut deeper and faster, the song slowly feels as though the volume is being lowered, and I’m back in North Carolina as a twenty-four-year-old again, remembering the day I lost my reason why.

“Please...don’t do this.” I breathe out as my throat threatens to close on me. The look in Penny’s eyes tells me that she’s checked out a long time ago, and this is what I’ve come back home to.

An empty house. An empty wife.

"I'm sorry, Kade. I'm done waiting around. I'm done crying myself to sleep.” She looks around the empty house before she pins her eyes back to mine like she’s ready to leave. “I resent…” she pauses with a deadpan expression. There’s a crisp, cold cut to her words, leaving me in a state of desperation. I don’t recognize her or this new tone of voice she’s using when she looks at me. This is not my high school sweetheart. This is a stranger who can’t stand being a Special Forces wife for another second.

“You resent what?” I grit out through clenched teeth. My eyes water as I stare at the beer bottle. She hates it when I drink, but I think after fighting for my life and seeing the horrors of war less than forty-eight hours ago and then returning to find my son and wife's things gone from our home, I needed one.

I grab it while I feel her eyes burn through me. She needs to finish her sentence. Even if the truth hurts, I need to know.

“I think you already know,” she tells me as she clutches her car keys.

I swallow, my tight throat over the hard rock that settles into my flesh without my permission.

“Say it, Penny.” I quirk a brow and lock my lips. I open my legs wider, planting my boots onto the floor like I’m about to stand.

I force a dead smile, and she frowns harder. I place my elbows on my dining table, wave my hand in front of me, and the beer bottle sways.

“What do you resent, my love?” I clear my throat before I crumble. Men don’t cry. Man the fuck up. We don’t cry. I can hear my father’s words in the back of my head. The same ones he would tell me before he’d beat the shit out of me.

Penny watches me with an intense gaze. I know her too well at this point, and my now ex-wife has never bitten her tongue, and I know this is going to hurt more than I’ll ever let her know.

"I resent you, Kade. I never want to wait for a man to come back home again. My son deserves a father who’s present. You are always gone! During your absence, I've fallen out of love with you! I couldn’t take it anymore. I only stayed with you because I had nowhere else to go. Not because I loved you.” She pauses again as she brushes her knuckles across her tear-streaked face. “And for what? For you to miss five out of his seven birthdays? For me to spend almost every Christmas and anniversary alone because you keep deploying?”

“This is my⁠—”

“For me to spend nights thinking about what my life could have been if I had chosen to leave you after high school instead of marrying you?”

“This is my job! I’m a special operator—a soldier who would give up my life for my family. I’ve almost lost it far too many times for me to count already, and you’re throwing it in my face?”

Penny’s entire body trembles, and her hands are inside her hair like she wants to tear her ears off.

“I don’t like your job! I don’t love you. Don’t you fucking get it? I hate that I wasted the past seven years with you. You are a shitty father!”

“Don’t you dare say that to me? I love my son, and I love you! Whenever I’m home, I spend every second I can with you and him. I’m away because this is my way to provide for you and our boy. I’ve been caring for you and him…so that you guys have everything you need. Don’t you think it kills me not to be home with you and him? Every night, you are the ones I think about right before I fall asleep. You guys are my reason to fight like hell to come back home. I-I…”

“I fucked him.” Penny paces around in a circle like she’s ashamed of herself…or tired of holding her secret.

My heart shatters.

"What? Who?”

"I think you heard me."

“Dammit, Penny! Who?” I bang my fist on the table as I shout. My emotions are getting the better of me. I suck in a breath and clench my jaw.

An eerie pause hangs between us as I recollect myself. Her brown eyes never leave my body, but I can tell she’s satisfied with herself.

“It doesn’t matter,” she scoffs. I meet her gaze, and she smiles. She’s smiling, and I’m fucking broken.

Of course, she won’t tell me.

“You’re right. I guess you don’t owe the man you promised to love until death do us part, an explanation, right?”

Every time I’ve come back home recently, she’s been distant. 

"I don't love you anymore, Kade. Honestly, I don’t think I ever have. Thank you for giving me my son. But I regret wasting these years waiting on you to return home, and now?" She walks to the front door, drags her purse over her shoulder, and shakes her head before stepping out.

“I don't have to anymore. Take care of yourself. But I will not let you see Adam anytime soon.”

“Penny. He’s my son! You can’t do that to me! To him, most importantly. I’m his father. He’s my boy.” I stand with a strangled growl.

“I can do what's best for him, and I think keeping you away from him will bring more stability to his life.”

“Don't take him away from me,” I beg, searching for mercy. I know she doesn’t want to grant me anything. She keeps walking away. She takes slow steps to the door while I stay put—the sun through the shades of my front window glints against my wedding band.

This. Fucking. Hurts.

“Tell me something, darling. Were you wearing the wedding ring I got you while you fucked him?” I slant my lips, take another massive swig of my beer, and narrow my eyes at her hand.

Did she fuck him while I was getting shot at? Or did she fuck him while I was carrying out a dead child from a bombing attack?

“Did you fuck him while my face got slashed in half?” I lift the bandage off the side of my face and launch it to the ground. My newest injury makes her grimace, as if I’m a monster. She stands her ground and looks away with no remorse.

“I come back home, bandaged and bleeding, and you don’t want to know if I’m okay or how this happened?”

Silence.

She rolls her eyes.

She’s heartless.

“Where’d you do it, huh?”

She contorts her face.

“Our bed?” A tear rolls down my face.

“Our couch?”

She shakes her head like she wants me to stop talking. She opens the door and takes one step out. I grab my beer and down the rest until it’s empty.

“You were my world, and my son still is. When did I stop being yours?”

She gives me one last glance with no emotion filtered through her brown eyes. She brushes her brown hair back over her shoulder and sighs like she doesn’t care that she’s made me feel undeserving of a home…of a family.

“You never were,” she shrugs. “You aren’t husband or father material. You were never married to me. You’ve always been married to your job.”

My heart sinks even further. I furrow my brows and look at the wedding picture of two eighteen-year-olds on the coffee table, Adam in my arms. We got married right after he was born.

Right after I joined the Army, we got married. I stare at the moment captured right after graduation and smile at the memory. A part of me always felt like something was missing between us. Like I knew she wasn’t my soulmate, but I overlooked everything to give her and my son the world.

“I’ve always been good to you...” I look at the wedding band still on my finger, twisting it around…and it hits me. I won’t be able to give my son a complete family.

I’m never going to wear this again after today, and I vow never to let myself be a husband again.

“Goodbye, Kade.”

Pain strikes when I accidentally stab my finger deeply, snapping me out of the memory that made me the man I am today. Red immediately pours out, staining the wood with bloody fingerprints. With blinding rage, I chuck the wood into the trash can across the room, and it lands with a loud thud.

Dammit!

It needs to be perfect, but she’s in my head, tormenting me. Standing up, I grab the bottle of whiskey and drink it from the top. I pace the room, getting ready to pick out a different piece of wood to continue.

It needs to be perfect.

Blood continues to drip down my arm from where I stabbed myself. I can’t feel pain; I’ve trained myself not to feel anything. I’m almost twenty years in and can do what needs to be done and not break.

I rip one of the hand towels off the bar and use it as gauze until I can address this correctly, because all my medical supplies are in my room. Wrapping it around until it’s tight, I cut the rest of the fabric off. After a few seconds, the pressure stops the bleeding, and I’m ready to carve again. As I grab my knife, the handle accidentally knocks over a stack of papers.

“Shit,” I mutter, dropping my blade to the ground and kneeling to pick it up. As I assemble them back in order, it’s the faces of soldiers and victims of people killed by The Surgeon. This evil monster is responsible for a lot of death and misery. There was only one person to escape him, and he was a Navy SEAL, call sign: Creature.

Everyone else was tortured until he killed them brutally. Anyone would be better off dead than to be captured by him. We’re closer to finding him. We’re just waiting for Intel to give us his coordinates, and we’ll execute a plan to bring him alive.

After working on my secret project for thirty minutes without another self-inflicted injury, I’m heading to a different building from mine tonight. I need to finish what I started earlier. Every step I take is with harsh purpose, going in the direction that will have me damned to hell, but the magnetic pull she has on me is impossible to fight. The next thing I know, I’m doing something I’ve never done for a woman.
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The first day of being assigned to this team was the day I found out that Castle and I would be working together. She’s tall, beautiful, and outspoken with thick, curly red hair and freckles that cover her nose and cheeks—the same girl I met in the restroom of The Drunken Shell. She’s more experienced than I, with five years in Special Operations. She carries an unfiltered mind and has a compassionate heart. She’s worked hard to get where she is and loves her job.

“So…” Castle throws a peanut into her mouth as she studies me from across the table. She pulls off her hair tie, causing her gelled-tight bun to fall loose. Her curly red hair falls around her shoulders. I place all the pieces back into the red and yellow cardboard box while she finishes her snack.

“What?” I bite my lip, trying my hardest to stop thinking about what happened in the closet earlier.

After Castle beat my ass at Catan and four beers later, I’m feeling more than alive. The guilt my mother and sister placed on my shoulders surrounding my father’s death is gone. The last text I received from my grandpa said that Grandma is doing okay and she’s back home for the first time in months. I got to kiss the man I’d been dreaming about for the past few months. Actually, I got to do more than kiss him, and I feel like I’m in paradise.

I keep smiling like an idiot, knowing Kade O’Connell was jealous and that whatever is between us isn’t all in my head. He feels it, too. It’s as forbidden as ever, but I don’t want to think when I’m around him.

“Why is your hair so fucked up?”

Shit.

“It is not.” I rear back, my tone heightening. I go full-on panic mode, and I, too, let my long black hair fall loose before twisting it back up neatly.

“Who’s got you smiling like that?” She presses for more, but I shake my head.

“No one.” Forcing my best pretend yawn, I glance at my watch around my wrist, hoping she’ll change the subject. It’s nearing midnight, and it’s way past my bedtime. I hate staying out late, but Anna really wanted to do something fun.

“You think I don’t know you came out of that building with a flushed face and swollen lips?” she continues to pry, hoping I’ll break and give in. She plops another peanut into her mouth. 

“Who is it?” she asks with a teasing curve of her pink lips.

I meet her curious gaze with narrowed eyes, biting the inside of my cheek. My fingers tap the Catan box as I contemplate opening up to her. She knows me well after only two months of being around each other. She brings a bottle of water to her pursed lips and waits for an answer.

Sighing heavily, I shake my head.

Whatever Kade and I are or do stays between us. It’s not because of the consequences or that I don’t trust her—I just want to keep this all to myself without explaining the details to anyone. People are quick to judge and criticize. I’d rather not open up about it just yet, mainly because I’m still trying to figure Kade out.

“Look, I’ll tell you my secrets if you tell me yours. I sneak into Slater’s room every night.”

My eyes grow wide, waiting for her to take it back, but she continues to drink water, holding my stare.

She isn’t lying.

“I knew something was going on between you two!” I playfully push her shoulder with my hand. “Is that where you’ve been every single night? He’s the reason why I wake up alone this week?!” The back of my hand smacks her shoulder before I poke her side where her ribs are.

“Hey, bitch, don’t make me spill my water.” She holds up her water before droplets hit her chest, giggling. “It’s like a damn sauna in our room, anyway. Slater is hot. I’m hot. We’re both single, why not?” she shrugs. “I just can’t believe the guy has me falling for him already.” She rolls her eyes.

“Sometimes you can’t help but give in to that feeling…” I say shyly.

“At twenty-seven years old, I can say he’s different than any other man I’ve met. He knows what he wants. There’s no bullshit excuses, no crazy exes trying to rip us apart. There’s no wife he’s hiding behind my back. He set the tone, as did I. There are no strings attached, which I admire. I respect that because I never have to wonder where his head is or if he’s all in. If I fall for him, it’s on me.”

She finishes her water bottle and throws it in the trash can behind her. Even in the dark room, I can see her fighting the blush that wants to paint her cheeks. George Strait plays low and smooth over the sound of muffled conversations with other soldiers around us.

The door to the room opens, and everyone looks at team Delta, the medics, and Booker.

What is he doing here? He’s never out this late.

A group of infantrymen enters behind them.

“Volunteers for a humanitarian mission next week?” A tall man with a beard wrapped around his jaw asks. His eyes circle the room before everyone’s hand springs upward along with mine.

“It’s a one-day thing—it shouldn’t be long. We’re going to drop off medical supplies at a local children’s clinic.”

Everyone’s hands stay up as he points his finger at three soldiers. Then his dark brown eyes meet mine as he adds me and Castle to this list of volunteers.

Getting as much experience as I can overseas would be good for me.

“Not Isla.” Booker cuts in, leaning into the Delta operator’s ear. He nods once before picking others.

My brows furrow.

“Why not?” The question exits my mouth before I can stop it. Standing up with a pointed chin, I walk until I’m in front of Booker.

Why is he sabotaging this?

Booker’s eyebrows shoot up until creases form on his forehead. “Because I fucking said so, ’Posa,” he grits a shortened version of my call sign with a clenched jaw. He’s going full boss mode on me, and the friendship we have disappears at this moment. Everyone in the room turns toward us, which I didn’t want, but I want answers about why I can’t go on the mission tomorrow. I want all the experience I can get while I’m here. Why isn’t he letting me go?

I open my mouth to argue, but Castle hooks her arms through mine, pulling me outside the building. Dragging my feet against the sand, she continues to haul me further away from the others. She lets go once we round the corner of the building, and it’s just us.

“Isla, never argue with your superiors. Don’t be that person,” she scolds me like a child.

“I want to go with you tomorrow. I want the experience. I want to meet those kids and the medical staff. I need to help out in every way I can. This isn’t fair, and I’d like an explanation, and I want it now. I have nothing going on, so why not join you?”

Since joining Special Forces, I have looked up to and admired two people: Anna and Kade. They set the standard for the dos and don’ts.

“Sometimes we don’t get an explanation, Isla! Sometimes, we’re forced to take orders without asking questions because guess what? Sometimes, it’s better that way! Sometimes, it’s better not to know the answer,” she raises her voice, pointing her index finger at me.

“Why?” I cross my arms against my chest.

She shakes her head, kicking a pebble from her boot. She relaxes her shoulders after taking a deep breath.

“You’ll have to experience it yourself,” she huffs. Turning around, she heads towards Slater’s room, leaving me wondering what the hell she means by that.

Whenever someone tells me I can’t do something, I want to do it that much more. I’m here to honor my father, yet there are days when I’m unsure of myself. I like my job, but I’m not sure I want to do this for the rest of my life.
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[image: musical notes] Chasing Cars by Snow Patrol

Opening the door to my room, I throw my keys on the small desk that occupies the corner. A deep voice slips into my ears before I can flick the light on.

“Interesting letters.”

Kade.

The moonlight from my window shines on a massive silhouette. With trembling fingers, I pull on the closest lamp string. It illuminates Kade’s gorgeous face. He’s nose-deep in a stack of papers.

What the hell is he doing in my room?

“You scared the hell out of me! How did you get in here, Master Sergeant?” My heart rate slowly returns to a normal pace.

His face twists into a frown as he folds my grandmother’s letters and returns them to my drawer.

“Don’t call me by my rank right now,” he says calmly.

“Why are you going through my things?” I retort. “Are you stalking me?”

He fixes his glasses on his nose and keeps his heterochromatic eyes trained on me.

“You wear glasses?” I ask. Kade, with glasses on, has my heart stuttering.

“Sometimes when I read.”

“Why are you here, Kade?” I say, stripping off my OCP jacket. I throw it in the corner where I keep my dirty clothes.

“I think you know why.”

He stands at full height—clearly over six feet by four or six inches. He’s so intimidating and beautiful, yet his cold expression melts me.

“No idea,” I mutter sarcastically, pulling on my hair tie. My hair falls all the way down to my hips. Kade walks closer to me and then leans on the door frame.

“I want to know who he is, and I won't leave you alone until you tell me,” he says, pointing to the ring on my finger.

“God, you’re incorrigible, you know that?” I walk up to him, holding his curious gaze.

“I’ve been called worse things.”

He runs his knuckles across my cheek until they’re at my lips. I love it when he touches them.

“I’m not engaged,” I confess.

He stops moving as I blink up at him.

“You’re not?” He lifts his dark, scarred brow.

“No.” My throat rolls.

“Then why⁠—”

“I was showing Castle my grandmother’s ring. I put it on because it makes me feel closer to her. A certain someone asked for it to propose. When I was home on leave, I tried to return it to my grandmother before I deployed here. She wasn’t lucid when I asked her to take it back, so my grandfather told me to take it with me.”

He watches me intently; a curve pulls at the side of his mouth as he continues to drink me in. He plays with my hair, bringing it to his nose and smelling it. Perspiration leaks down his face, dripping onto his black shirt.

It’s hot as hell in my bedroom. I already put a work order in with maintenance, but they still haven’t come to fix it. Every night, I strip naked and plug in a fan to survive the heat.

“The AC doesn’t work in my room.”

“Shut up, Violet,” Kade growls. He narrows his eyes at me angrily. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you. Every single night, I feel you in my veins when I’m alone. Every single time I’m out on a mission, I can still smell that sweet perfume you wore on the beach, or maybe it was just you. Every single day, you cross my mind, tormenting me.” He grips my mouth, forcing his fingers into the hollows of my cheeks, making me part my mouth.

“I can’t have you, Violet. Tell me to leave this room. Tell me that I’m an asshole. Tell me I’m a monster, undeserving of a woman who tastes like heaven. Tell me, I’m not worth waiting for.”

He runs his nose across my cheeks, then hides his face in the crook of my neck. His hands rest on my hips, but he doesn’t hold me.

Why is he saying these things?

“No, Kade. I want you, and I don’t give a crap about what the world thinks. I want you to let yourself be happy with me. Do I make you happy?”

His lips press against my pulse point. The gesture is sweet and too short—I need more. He keeps walking forward, making me walk backwards until my shoulders crash into the wall.

“Happy? No. That word doesn’t justify what I feel for you. You infuriate me. You have me overly fixated on you. You are the first person in my life to make me feel alive, and I resent that. There’s an entire list of reasons why kissing you and holding you is a bad idea.” He slaps the wall behind me as though fighting with himself.

“You. Have. Me,” he growls.

He hates himself for wanting me, and our attraction to each other weakens him. He wants to be an honorable man—he doesn’t want to cross this line, and I get it.

“Do I?” I breathe, running my hands over the snakes and skulls tattooed on his muscular arms. “Do I have you? I get it, Kade. I understand you don’t want to let yourself have me.”

I’m your son’s ex. You’re my boss. There’s an age gap.

“Whatever this is stays between us. It’s only us. Right now. Right here. Forget the world.”

His hot breath kisses my neck, and I shut my eyes, relishing his touch. He hums darkly. The sound almost feels like a plea for help…like he wants me to save him from himself.

“I can’t stay away from you anymore,” he admits as he kisses my neck again.

“Then don’t.”

Please don’t.

Another kiss on my collarbone.

He straightens, cupping my face with his massive, rough hands. He gets into my face, his beard ghosting my chin. The vein in his neck bulges in desire. His eyes soften as I stare at his emerald iris. I’m lost in his dilating pupils, wholly smitten by this older, more experienced special operator.

“There’s no happily ever after with me, Violet. I need you to know that before I fuck you. Don’t fall in love with me. I don’t believe in marriage. I’m done having kids. I can’t give you the life you deserve.”

Don’t fall in love with him?

“Already saying the L word with me, Kade?” I smirk.

“I’m serious.” His hooded eyes rake my face with tenacity. “You belong to me until I say this is over. You won’t scream anyone else’s name. If another man touches you, I’ll kill him. I don’t share what’s mine. I don’t give a fuck if that makes me crazy. I’m greedy. You need to know what happens when you give yourself over to a heartless, cruel, starving man.”

His possessive threat causes shivers to roll up my spine.

“So…” I gulp, almost afraid of this version of Kade. He’ll kill another man if he touches me? It seems a little over the top, but surely he doesn’t mean it literally. “Does this mean I have to cancel tomorrow’s date with the infantryman I met tonight?”

“Who the fuck?” he growls, picking me up from the floor. The air escapes my lungs once my ribs touch his shoulder. I’m upside down, staring at his perfectly sculpted ass.

“You make this too easy, Kade.” I burst out in giggles. He pulls down my pants as he stalks over to my bed. Once my skin is exposed, he smacks my ass hard with the palm of his hand.

“You’ll be punished for this, Little Mariposa.” His possessive tone makes my blood hot, like liquid fire. Every touch makes me crave him even more. “Act like a fucking brat, and I’ll fuck you so hard you’ll feel me inside your soul for the rest of your life and when you’re resting in your grave.”

He drops me onto my bed, my back hitting it first. He’s impatient, as am I, with every move and every glance. I claw the bedsheets and watch him tuck his hands at the bottom of his black shirt and lift it over his head. He throws it into the corner of my room as he pulls off his belt. My eyes trail from his thick six-pack towards a 3D, incredibly detailed skeleton engraved into his chest. My gaze traces the veins near his groin. I want to lick them.

I’ve never seen Kade without his shirt. There’s a scar on the right side of his stomach that resembles a deep gash. When he gives me his back to take out his phone and a pack of cigarettes, I’m met with realistic, detailed shadows with skulls and bullets. The shadows are long and spread, touching his shoulder and the nape of his neck. The way his back muscles move underneath the tattoo as he removes more of his clothing is doing all kinds of things to me. My mouth parts, and I drag my tongue across my bottom lip because wanting to touch him is making me feral.

“Jesus Christ,” I murmur sensually.

Kade snickers as he turns his head and lifts his scarred brow so I can only see one side of his face.

“It’s Kade or Beast,” he corrects with a billion-dollar smile. His sharp canine teeth dig into his bottom lip.

Standing from the bed, I rip off the rest of my uniform as fast as possible. My shirt and bra are off me in a split second. Bending down, I untie my boots and kick them off. My pants pool around my ankles, and before I can kick those off, too, Kade is pushing me onto my back.

He takes off his glasses and places them on the nightstand—the sound of a condom wrapper being torn by his teeth.

“No.” I shake my head. His brows pull together. “I want to feel all of you. I’m on the pill,” I whisper. Tracing my fingers against the scar on his brow down to his cheek, my heart beats faster, crazier. I’ve never felt this way.

“I’m clean,” I say.

“Me too.”

I know what this is at the end of the day—it’s lust. Still, it feels different. He closes his eyes, leaning into my fingers more, savoring how my fingers feel on his scar.

His hooded eyes look deep into mine as I spread myself wider as much as I can, with my ankles still bound together by my pants.

“I’ve never let anyone touch my scar before,” he says through a flexed jaw, dipping his head closer to mine. The tip of his nose brushes against mine gently. Every move he makes, there’s passion behind it. He shuts his eyes tightly, clearly fighting demons inside his head.

Is he going to change his mind? Or is there a deeper reason? I’ve gotten to know him well enough, and he’s not as monstrous as the military and our peers paint him to be. He’s an honorable man—he always puts his job, morals, and family before his own happiness. I see it in the way he tries to protect me. He tries to show up for Adam even when he can’t. He assigned me to North Carolina to be closer to my grandmother.

“I want you, Kade. Let yourself feel good. Be selfish for once. I’m not so bad...I don’t think.”

He pauses for a moment, dropping the condom to the floor. I almost writhe from the intensity when his heated eyes lurch to mine. His hands are on either side of me, as though waiting to snap and conquer me like he’s been wanting to. I look deeply into his icy eyes. Now that I’m up close, I notice the deep, blue sea flecks surrounding his left, expanded pupil. His cool breath is laced with cigarettes and a hint of whiskey.

“I’m already going to hell—fuck it.”

His lips meet mine with a surge of fire that implodes beneath us. The flesh around my mouth tingles from his beard moving against mine. I love it when it does that. Our breathing heightens, and the need to feel every inch of him is consuming. The tip of his thick cock glides through my slit, making me moan low and soft. The teasing is driving me wild. He breaks the kiss, forcing his tongue to dance with mine. We compete for dominance, but he wins in seconds. He tilts his head to the side, gripping my hips until it hurts, pulling me into him.

“I’m the only one that gets to touch you like this right now. Until the sun rises, I own you, Violet. Every moan, every scream, every breath, and again until the moon goes down, you’re mine.”
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One brow arches as she soaks in my raw words. She’s looking at me like she can’t wait to be devoured. A coat of gleaming sweat covers her glowing skin. Droplets of perspiration litter the middle of her breasts. Aside from our heavy, fast breathing, the room is silent, and the air is thick with tension. She’s right. It is hot in here; I can barely fucking breathe, and it’s not just the room. I’m almost nervous because of the way I want to fuck her so violently. I might scare her away, so I’ll hold that part of myself inside me. Nothing is stopping us tonight.

“Violet, your pretty pink pussy is weeping.” She’s so wet, dripping all over her sheets. “I could clean this mess up myself right now with my tongue, but I think I’ll taste it from this tight cunt of yours.” Dipping down, I pepper kisses down her stomach until I reach her clit. I smother myself in her scent, curling my hands on her thighs and pulling her swollen bud into my mouth and sucking.

Her fingers stab into my hair, and she pulls my face closer. Her taste and smell, it’s all too fucking addicting. A sharp mewl tears from her lips. My tongue strokes her slit, up and down, caressing it softly before I devour her violently. I circle her clit, groaning as I suck on her sensitive bud. I’m going to come all over myself with just her taste. I’m so hard, it’s painful. I nip at her clit gently, which causes her to shudder. I’m eating her like it’s my last meal.

I hate myself for wanting her. I feel like I’m betraying so many people by letting myself have her like this. But it’s like Violet said, it’s only us right now.

“Kade, I’m ready now. Give me your cock. I need it.” She’s breathing hard, practically hyperventilating from how much she’s enjoying being eaten.

Her dirty mouth turns me on. “Filthy girl. This body? Mine. This pussy? Mine. I’m not done eating.” My tongue spears her pussy, tongue fucking her until she’s shrieking, palming her bedroom window, begging for mercy. I bring her to the edge, and just when she tightens her thighs, I stop. She doesn’t get to finish yet.

“The only time I’ll allow you to come tonight is when your cunt is squeezing my cock.” I continue to torture her until she’s on the edge, crying for it. I take a break from worshipping her pussy, and glance up at her. Her cheeks are flushed, and her pupils blown like she’s in a world of ecstasy. Tears leak down her cheeks—the sight makes my cock harder. Her stomach tenses as she pants, her round, perfect teardrop breasts bouncing each time she shudders, with hardened nipples begging to be sucked on.

“Hmm…” I hum, dark and satisfied. “I want to own those, too.” I hover over her for a second, and I lick her tears away. Once I’m done, I pepper kisses all over her neck until the urge to suck on her flesh wins. I’m not just leaving hickeys—I’m marking her with my teeth, and she likes it. Her back arches, and she threads her fingers in my hair, borderline smothering me in her neck as high-pitched mewls ring in my ears.

She looks into my soul with big, fuck me hard eyes.

I sink three fingers into her tight, velvet, warm pussy. She welcomes me in like she did before—like her pussy was made for me and only me. I thrust in and out until her mouth gapes open. I suck on her tit, then bite her nipple. She screams and tries to scramble away from me, but I tighten my grip on her waist with one hand and pull her ass back to me.

“Am I too much for you, baby? You still with me?” I ask her with a greedy smile.

“More,” she moans and bucks against me, lust dancing in her honey eyes. “Give me more. Give me your delicious cock, Kade. I need it.”

More blood rushes down, and I can’t take it anymore. I grab both her legs and pull off her pants and socks. They fly to the corner of her room, our clothes scattered all over the floor. Her ankles settle on either side of my face, putting her into a position where my cock can go the deepest. I grip her full tits, so they bounce in my palm, and her hard nipples graze my skin. I slap her clit with the head of my cock repeatedly. She writhes and bucks—reaching down, she massages my balls with her hand.

“Fuck, Violet. So beautiful when you’re so fucking mine.” Pushing inside her like she’s my new home, I shut my eyes tight as her velvet walls wrap around the head.

“Fuuuuck,” I grind out through a clenched jaw. She moans, her face twisting into pleasure with a gaped mouth and a scrunched nose, her skin glistening. We’re both drenched in sweat, slippery and hot, and we’re both desperate to fuck until no end. My head dips back, and I exchange Violet’s mesmerizing face for the ceiling. Goddammit, just the faces she’s making while I’m inside her make me want to come undone.

She’s so fucking tight. I don’t think this is going to last long. Only the tip is inside her, and I want to finish.

“Kade, I can tell you’re holding back with me,” she breathes hastily.

I am. I fucking am. I want to go slow and savor every second of our bodies connecting on a deeper level. I don’t want to admit it to myself, but it’s more than sex to me.

“I want it hard, I want it fast, I want no remorse. Please show me the side of you that you’re ashamed of. Show me the version of Kade that made me choke on his beautiful cock in a closet.”

Fireworks implode inside my head, looking at her naked, begging me with filthy words.

Sliding another inch inside, her eyes roll back momentarily.

“You want it to hurt?” I ask, darkness dripping into my tone.

“Yes.” She nods, looking down at her wet pussy.

Another inch.

“You want to be called dirty names and fucked so hard you’re screaming?”

Another inch.

“God, yes.”

“You want all your holes filled up with my cum because you’re a needy slut who likes to be used?”

“Mhm…” she hums, nodding with flushed cheeks. “Just like that, give me more. I need it.” She reaches for one of my hands and places it on her neck. “I want to wear your hand like a necklace.”

Fuck.

“Careful what you wish for.” I’m tactical about the way I wrap my hand around her neck. I squeeze, and she holds onto my wrist. Her other fingers circle her clit. So dirty, so mine.

I slide inside with one powerful, unforgiving thrust. Her eyes grow wide, breathlessly.

I set the pace, fucking her with only one goal—to claim her. Primal, needy, and so damn greedy. Thrusting in and out of her, fast and hungry, fucking her the way we both want to. Her tits bounce into the palm of my hand as we lock eyes. She’s taking every powerful stroke with a pained smile.

“Kade. Yes, yes, yes,” she chants. Her ankles bounce violently around my face. The bed’s headboard leaves dents in the wall whenever our hips collide. Our skin slapping fills the room with our grunts and moans.

“Tell me to stop, Violet.” I fuck her harder, thrusting faster until she’s digging her nails into my back. I don’t want to. I want to keep fucking her all night like I promised I would.

“I can’t. I don’t want you to stop,” she demands.

“Neither do I, and I hate myself for it.”

I fall forward, removing her ankles and letting her feet fall back onto the end of the bed. I need to kiss her.

My lips claim hers as I keep thrusting inside as deep as I fucking can get. She spears her tongue against mine, and then I feel it. Her pussy clamps around my dick, and she screams. I smirk, muffling the sound with my hand.

“That’s it, baby. You only scream for me, though. No one gets to hear the way you sound when you’re getting fucked but me.” Another tear rolls down her face, and I kiss it away. She orgasmed so hard that it forces me to follow right after. Grabbing a full breast, I suck as my cock fills with more blood. Fucking her faster, I finish with a growl and her nipple still in my mouth. 

Every pulse inside her is a piece of the wall I’d built up, crumbling.
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VIOLET


After he finished inside me, we made out as though if we didn’t, we’d die. That got us both fired up again, and he never even got a chance to pull out. He just started fucking me again like he’d never tired. My breasts bounce, and I dig my nails harshly into his back. He’s stretching me like I’ve never been before. We’re grinding and moving, our thrusts desperate until we’re in sync. I’m touching him everywhere I’ve dreamt of touching him, and he returns the movements. He pulls one knee higher so he can go in deeper.

“Beast...it hurts. Fuck, you’re too much,” I whine. His thick, massive cock is going to split me in half. I try to pull away, but his grip on me intensifies, bruising, and pulls me right back into the position he craves.

“You can take it.”

I love it when he’s so dominant.

“Oh, fuck…” I moan and bite my lip. He’s hitting that one spot perfectly. My climax is building and right at the edge. “I’m going to finish. Beast, don’t stop…” I cry into his chest as I watch his dog tags collide violently. I reach for them with one hand and hold onto them as my orgasm bursts through me. It shatters every single part of me. My toes curl, and my mouth gapes open.

“You like me losing control?”

Thrust.

“You like owning that power over me, don’t you?”

Thrust.

“Did you just finish? Don’t you fucking dare.”

Thrust.

Railing me hard and fast, like he’s trying to prove a point.

“You’re so goddamn tight. Dammit, Violet, I barely fit inside you,” he growls.

Jesus.

Kade fucks me with such burning passion I feel like I’m on the verge of orgasming again. Every kiss, every thrust that hits my G-spot, every bite has me feeling like he’s known my body forever. This is the third time we’ve fucked, and it’s only two a.m. We’ve been going at it for hours in this hot room, yet it feels like I can go on forever.

His lips crash into mine, with yearning lips and a tongue that demands dominance. He pulls back barely, tugging my bottom lip with his front teeth until a sharp pain sparks, and only when blood peeks through, he lets go. He stares at me as his tongue drags across his sharp canine, a sheen of sweat on his forehead. His thumb swipes my blood, smearing it down over my jaw delicately. 

“Yes, yes, yes,” I chant.

He’s too much. The pain and pleasure go together perfectly, turning into an addictive drug that I don’t want to stop using. His cock hurts, but the thought of him pulling out of me hurts even more.

He keeps fucking me like an angry feral fallen angel taking out his demons on my body with sex. I welcome it. In fact, I want to dance with them if it means I get to feel this euphoric pleasure from him, and only him.

He chokes me harder, doing it precisely in a way that takes my breath away but doesn’t hurt my throat. Slamming his hips into mine, he forces a high-pitched moan out of my gaped mouth. I’ve never made that sound before; no man has worked me so hard until I’m crying, begging, saying things that will indeed have me repenting later.

Every time he thrusts, the bed moves violently. We’re grinding and moving with each other crazily.

“Part your legs for me—show me my pussy.”

He's not smooth or soft. He's ruthless. He pounds in and out of me until I'm practically screaming.

“Oh God!” My eyes roll back as he pulls another orgasm from me, and I bite my lip. He watches me like I’m a perfect dream he doesn’t ever want to escape from. Dark hair, hooded eyes that flicker with dangerous lust. He chuckles darkly and grips my jaw until my mouth opens. He spears me with his tongue, and heat burns through my heart like a firebolt.

“By the time I’m done with you, there will be nothing left for any other man to worship. I’ll know your body, mind, and soul better than yourself. I’ll know every single way to make you cry and scream my name from your pretty little lips when you come for me and me only.” He pulls my hair from the base until I hiss.

“P-please.” He doesn’t know exactly what I’m begging for. I’m pleading with him to never let me go. His claim on me strikes a tune in my heart, making it beat harder for him and only him.

“Eyes on me, Mariposa. I want to be the last thing you see in case you pass out.”

His cock jerks, and he finishes inside me. He slows his thrusts, stroking deep until he comes to a stop. He shuts his eyes tight, the vein in his neck throbs, and he loosens his grip on my skin.

I’m breathing hard as he buries his face into my neck, and I stare at the ceiling, feeling extremely light-headed as I try to catch my breath. Wet warmth rolls down the side of my face. Why am I crying? The sex was mind-blowingly beautiful, which makes me sad it’s over. I need more.

“God, Violet, what the fuck are you doing to me?” He kisses my forehead. His beard pricks my skin as he does. Then, his tongue drags against my tears.

“I think I like licking your tears more than your blood.”

I’m crying for more of him. How am I supposed to move on from this? He’s given me a taste of his world, and I want to smother myself in it. He has me hooked on his desires.

He tucks my hair behind the shell of my ear as he studies my face. He’s unreadable once again. He looks down, watching his cock pull out of me slowly. His eyes widen, and then he darts his gaze to mine.

“Fuck. I thought…you’re not?”

I look down to see what the hell he’s talking about. Red covers the tip of his cock, and I want to laugh. I meant it when I said he was too much.

“This is a first for me…” I murmur.

“What do you mean? You’re a⁠—?”

“No, I’m not a virgin. You just stretched me out like no one ever has before.”

Cum drips down my thighs, making Kade smirk. He uses two of his fingers to collect some of our mixed arousal and brings it to my mouth.

“You said you wanted all of my cum…well, clean up your mess. Swallow every single drop.”
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KADE


We were supposed to fuck all night, but she tapped out after the fourth orgasm. And when I say tapped out, I mean passed out. She fainted when I had her bent over, her curvy ass on full display. Her back to my chest, licking and nipping on her neck when we both came at the same time. I filled her up with my cum, with slow deep strokes, my hands gripping her ass cheek until it turned red, with my other hand around her throat.

All the windows were fogged up. Our bodies were covered in a thick layer of sweat when her body went limp in my arms. I thought I had killed her for a second there with the way she went lifeless. Thankfully, she still had a pulse. I should’ve asked her to come to my room where the AC actually works, but we were too busy fucking like it was our last night on this Earth to stop.

I lay her down in the bed, covering her with a thin blanket, and she lets out a cute whimper in her sleep. Fuck, I could keep fucking her until I die if she lets me.

If things were different.

I don’t want to think of the consequences. I don’t want to see her with another man, either.

I clear my throat. The need to hold her comes over me. Climbing back into her small bed, with my hand on her breast, I pull her closer. She shifts and climbs onto my chest, still asleep, pinning me down on my back. Five minutes later, light snores vibrate against my chest tattoo.

I chuckle, moving my wet hair out of my face to watch her sleep. My eyes shut, and the demons and phantoms of war are gone. My mind empties of everything but butterflies.

Suddenly, Violet starts to fidget. Her nails accidentally rake my skin, leaving a trail of red. Her lids are still closed, but her arm lurches over my abs. I grab hold of her wrist, soothing her skin up and down with my fingers.

“D-Dad…n-no…”

“Please. I’m s-sorry.”

Those are the only words I can make out of her murmuring through pursed lips. She’s still asleep, but whatever is on her mind haunts her.

Is she having a nightmare about her father?

She jolts awake with a deep breath, sucking in air as if she can’t breathe. Warmth slides down her cheeks and onto my chest. Her chest rises and falls hastily as she buries her face deeper into my chest, like she doesn’t want me to let her go.

“Violet. Were you having a nightmare?” I ask as gently as possible.

My thumb swipes her tears away, but she’s still unable to look at me.

Silence.

“What was happening?”

“I stopped breathing in my sleep. I thought I was drowning,” she concedes, sweat dripping down her brow.

I don’t bring up what she said in her sleep. All I’m worried about is making sure she’s okay. Still, what happened to her father? He’s her reason to join the military, and I want to know why her mother treats her so cruelly because of it.

I tilt her chin up to meet mine, and she doesn’t resist. I get lost in her honey eyes and quickly press my lips against her soft ones, then swipe them with my thumb. She hums, enjoying the gesture, dipping her head until it entirely rests in my palm.

“Let’s go to my room.”

She shakes her head.

“No…we can’t get caught. We shouldn’t risk it. It was just a nightmare. I’m okay, really.”

I hush her with a thumb to her lips.

“Violet. I don’t like liars, and I wasn’t asking, I’m telling you.”

[image: ]


The weekend is a blur of insatiable lust. I’ve fucked Violet Isla every which way I can think of, bending and folding her, claiming every inch of her body. It’s a four-day weekend, and I’m soaking up every single second.

Since her AC isn’t working, she stays every night in my room and sets an alarm for six in the morning to return. Today, she woke me up with my dick in her mouth. I fucked her throat hard, and then I switched to her pussy. She collapsed in my arms and fell back asleep.

This is the first time I’ve slept with a woman who wasn’t Penny. After the fucking is done, I leave or she does, but this time? I’ve slept the best I have in fucking years. Since joining the military, I have only gotten three to four hours per night, max.

Morning comes around, and the golden sun peeks through my blinds. Before 0630, I lurch toward Violet’s cell and turn off all the alarms. Dropping her phone to the nightstand, I rise to my feet, naked. I turn around and watch her breathe peacefully. I can’t unglue my eyes from the angel that sleeps in my bed. I’m addicted. Crossing my arms over my chest, I feel the happiest I’ve felt in a long time, and it’s because of her. 

And she hasn’t had another nightmare since our first time together.

She nestles deeper into the pillow with a sweet hum. I need to go before I end up balls deep inside her, fucking her awake…or eating her pussy. I’ll take either. Or both. 

I grab my workout clothes from the drawers because I have plans to run five miles around base before I hit the gym. It’s my routine, and I love routine; I thrive on it, and yet I’m gladly letting this beautiful, stubborn woman throw it off because it always ends with my cum dripping down her legs or her throat.

She’s just…different than any other woman I’ve ever known. I want to keep her here with me a little longer.

I look down to see my cock already harder than a fucking rock, throbbing painfully, and it demands her attention. Dammit. No, I’ll let her sleep because she does it so beautifully. I don’t want to wake her.

I run into the bathroom and take a cold, five-minute shower. The water runs down my back as I palm the tiles, and it runs through my hair as my mind travels to the beautiful woman in my bed.

I’m her damn boss, seventeen years older than her, and yet here she is in my bed, and not a single part of me gives a fuck. I know it’ll end; I know that…but right now, she’s mine. I’ve got a taste of heaven, and I want to drain it out of her until she only worships me.

As soon as I finish, Violet’s voice calls out for me.

“Kade?”

I come out of the shower with a towel wrapped around my waist. My stomach empties with a nervous sting at what Violet’s discovered. My hip collides with the wall as I hastily approach my work desk, desperate to hide my art. It’s full of my finished wooden projects and carving tools. I’m passionate about my work—only three people know about my private hobby. 

Now four, and that’s too damn much.

“You’re not supposed to be looking at that.” My steps are loud as I stalk over to her. I reach over her shoulder and try to pull away the wooden eagle. She gives me her back and curls in on herself, not allowing me an angle to retrieve it, smacking my hand away repeatedly with a menacing grin on her cute face.

I step back, embarrassed.

I scrunch my nose and play with the nape of my neck as I accept defeat.

Shit.

“It’s not my best work,” I whisper.

“Kade…” She turns around with a cheerful smile as she runs her finger through all the details of the wings. Tracing the feathers one by one. “This is amazing! Did you do this?” she chirps excitedly, her straight white teeth glistening in the sun.

“Yeah, I did,” I admit, my jaw tensing.

“It’s so detailed. The way you carved the eyes? There’s emotion behind them.” She pauses as her brown eyes narrow. “How long did it take you to do this?” She glances at me quickly before shifting the eagle to a different angle.

Wait, she cares to know?

“A couple of weeks. I do it whenever I have time away from work.”

“Oh wow,” she replies, studying the claws. The pads of her dainty fingers run over the smooth Texas ebony wood.

“You like it?”

“I love it!”

My heart skips a beat as the tune in her eyes shifts into something bright.

She…loves it.

“You don’t think it’s stupid or a waste of time?” I counter, expecting her to take the compliments back. She doesn’t know how much this means to me.

“What? Of course not. This is incredible. Can I keep it?” She holds it to her chest tightly. Her lips tilt into a wide smile as her two front teeth dig into her bottom lip.

Fuck.

I throw my towel on the floor, take the eagle away, and place it back on my nightstand. She stares at my already-hardened cock as I fist it from base to tip. Her tongue sweeps over her lips. That fucking tongue. I already miss the way she wraps it around me.

“I’m going to rip your clothes off now.”

A pink hue forms on her full cheeks, and her head bobs slowly.

“Yes, please.”

Grabbing her by the back of her thighs, I lift her into the air seamlessly as she lets out a loud gasp. Before she can finish whimpering, I steal the air she breathes out and claim her mouth with my tongue. She looks flawless in my shirt, but even better without it. I help her lift it off her head, and her full breasts bounce. Her brown nipples are exposed, making my mouth water.

“Fuck, your nipples are hard, like the needy slut you are.” I fist her hair to the side and drag my tongue up and down her neck until I have a mouthful of her nipple. I suck hard until I bite down.

She moans, pulling my hair and bringing my face closer to her flesh.

“You like me sucking on your tits, don’t you?”

“Yes, Kade.”

“What about here?” I slap her clit.

“Yes, God, yes.”

“Your beauty wounds me. It breaks me and renders me powerless. Why do you have to be so fucking perfect? Say you’re mine.”

“I’m yours.” She lets out a guttural moan as I insert two fingers inside her dripping pussy. She cups my face, kissing me desperately, riding my fingers.

“Keep riding my fingers, baby.”

“No.” She takes my fingers out.

“No?”

“I want your cum. Fill me up, Kade. Give it all to me right now. I want to finish on your cock.” Her honey eyes sparkle with desire.

Whatever she wants, I’ll give it to her with no hesitation. Letting her fall to the ground, I smack her ass hard and watch the skin ripple. Violet’s beautiful curves and full ass have more blood rushing to my dick.

“Hands on the wall,” I growl. She twists around and looks over her shoulder as I lube myself up with her own liquid arousal. I run the tip through her slit until I’m at her ass. A brow arches, and she flushes a brighter crimson.

“I want to fuck every part of you.”

“You want to fuck me until I’m full of your cum, Kade?” she taunts me with a deep curl of her plump lips. There she goes again with that filthy fucking mouth. I’m going to bite her lips while I fuck her from behind. She launches her lips against mine, her tongue driving inside, swirling with mine like it was made for me as I continue my deep, slow thrusts.

“Rail me until it’s painful,” she challenges with a smile that will always have me on my knees and willingly turn into her yearning, pining prisoner.

Jesus.

I pull out and immediately regret it.

I need to be inside her. My cock jumps at the chemistry I didn’t know I could ever find. She faces me. The tip collides with her stomach, and she looks down, admiring it. Her cravings match mine perfectly. She isn’t afraid to ask for what she wants.

I walk away from the wall, pulling her toward me until we’re in the center of my room. I lift her into the air, and she yelps, hooking her arms around my neck. Her wet pussy drips all over my groin. I push my fingers into her mouth, and her pupils dilate until I can barely see the brown.

“Suck.”

She loves to be told what to do.

Her warm mouth leaves them wet and sloppy before I pull them out. She moans with a gaping mouth. Pumping herself on my tip at the same time, rubbing her clit on me, her head dips back until she’s facing the ceiling.

“Good girl.”

With one thrust, I drive back home into her tight pussy. I fuck her while standing, biting into her shoulder, marking her. Pulling my fingers out, I dig them into her skin instead, hugging her curvy ass, ruthlessly claiming her the way we both desire. She bobs on my dick, moaning sweet melodies into my ear the entire time.

“Fuck me.”

“Harder, Kade.”

“I want your cum, give me your cum, please!”

I spill inside her with a feral growl, holding her in place as she goes limp in my arms. She kisses my neck, her lips brushing against the scar on my neck. Switching to her teeth, she sinks them in until I release a hiss and harshly pull her hair. The painful pleasure drives us both wild. Her nails are still scratching my back until I’m bleeding. I love it when she makes me bleed; I’d gladly bleed for her all fucking night. Catching our breath, we’re both coming down from our nirvanic climaxes as we hold onto each other.

“I like you…a lot, Kade,” she admits shyly.

Breathing hard still, I run my hands through her long, soft hair.

I want to remind her of our cruel fate, that she and I will end, but hold my tongue.

“I’m not good at letting anyone in, Violet. I don’t hold onto things well. I’m not meant for that. Quite frankly, I’m not sure how to do that.”

“You’re doing it now, and you’re doing it just right.”

I quirk a brow, unable to believe the words coming from her mouth. I don’t like being lied to. Still hearing her say these good things, I feel undeserving.

When the mission ends, so will whatever we’ve been doing. I should end it now because, as strong as Violet is, I can feel her getting attached to me with how she looks at me, full of hope, mesmerized.

This has to end…but not right now.
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KADE


Dear Graham,

I repeatedly read the last letter you sent me. Whenever I’m sad and the days drag on, I pull it out and read it. I think I’ve memorized it word for word at this point. I would’ve said yes if you had proposed.

But the days are long, and the nights are longer.

Please don’t hate me, Graham. If, at the end of your deployment, you can find it in your heart to forgive me for what I’m about to write, I’d still like to be friends. I’m sorry, but I can’t do this. I can’t wait for you. It’s been three months since I received the last letter, and it feels like you never existed. When I wake up, the shape of your lips lingers on mine, haunting me. After fighting all the worst scenarios in my head about what you’re going through, I tell myself you’re okay, and eventually, I’ll fall asleep and dream of you. But the dreams are turning into nightmares. The only proof that you do exist is the ache in my heart, the letters, and the blue bear you won at the carnival for me. It’s the only evidence I hold on to. You must think I’m a selfish person, and you’re probably right. I hate myself for writing this to you, but this will be the last letter I write to you. I feel like I’m doing the right thing by letting you go.

No one wants us together. Everybody at the diner says I’m too young for you…too young to be waiting on a soldier. I’m nineteen, and you’re twenty-eight. I keep telling them we have something special, but everyone makes me feel crazy for being in love with a man I haven’t seen in months.

I’m sorry. Stay safe. Can you do that for me?

I still love you, I promise.

Grace

Ishouldn’t be reading these, but Violet is like me. She doesn’t trust easily, and I don’t either. Every time she opens up, fear is evident when she tries to hide her vulnerable parts. Those are the parts I crave to know. These letters have me invested in her grandmother’s love story. The letters are dated during the Vietnam War. Why does she have them?

I tuck them back in my drawer with my wood carving tools.

It’s been hours since I’ve last seen Violet, and I’m aching to be near her again. This is a new feeling I don’t think I’ve ever experienced, not even with Penny. Waking up and missing someone’s flesh warming yours? Your heart skipping beats over the sound of a voice? She’s a drug. That’s what she is—morphine.

We spent the past few days in bed, getting all the answers to questions I’ve been wanting to know like what her favorite food is, and how she likes to take her coffee in the morning. She kicked my ass at Catan and I’ve realized I’m a sore loser. She made it a point to inform me that I have seven silver strands in my beard.

Dork.

It’s a late day at the office, nearing nine p.m., as work ran late. The humanitarian mission is taking longer than usual, which has stressed me. The last communications I had were with Slater, who said they were on their way back…but that was two hours ago.

I take another swig of the whiskey I poured, and it rolls down my throat, leaving a burning sensation in its wake. I turn over more paperwork and targets to be caught on the list. It’s never-ending.

The door opens, making me arch my brow. Everyone knows the rule of knocking before they enter. Getting ready to bark and unleash hell on the soldier who steps in uninvited, my shoulders relax when I realize it’s Violet. She steps in quietly and closes the door slowly so there’s no sound.

“What are you doing in here? Did someone see you?” My question is barely audible. Whatever is going on between her and me needs to stay discreet. My spine straightens in my chair as I wait for her to answer.

“No, everyone is gone. I checked three times before I came in.”

She walks over to me, the sound of her uniform brushing against her thighs with each step. Her eyes sparkle as she takes in the office. She walks over to the one photo I have of me and my mother with my siblings as young children on the opposite wall of my desk.

“Where’s your dad? I assume the blonde woman is your mom because she has the same emerald eyes as you.” She traces the photo with her finger.

“Dead to me.” My tone is emotionless.

She looks at me hesitantly, acknowledging my short answer, and doesn’t press me for more details.

“Actually, if you tell me about your dad, maybe I’ll tell you about mine.”

Her body goes rigid as I watch her over her shoulder.

“He, uh.” She swallows, the words getting caught in her dry throat. “He’s dead, too. Just dead as in six feet under the ground, dead.”

“You told me that, but what happened to him?” Walking over to her, I raise my hand to touch her shoulder, but she moves before I can get a chance to. My hand stays in the air for a second before I drop it to my side. She retreats to the front door with fast, long strides.

Her family is a sensitive subject for her.

She pauses, her eyes lingering on her hand secured over the doorknob. “Don’t act like you care to know. I know what this is at the end of the day. You’ll return to your team when this mission ends, and I’ll stay here. This can’t go anywhere. If our relationship gets out, it’ll be me who gets to face the consequences, and I’ve worked too damn hard to get to this point. You’re about to retire, and I’ll be stuck with the reputation of sleeping with my boss.”

My head hangs low at the reminder. But she’s wrong about one thing: I do care about her more than I should.

“You’re right. We shouldn’t get too personal.” Giving her my back, I play with my watch as I return to my desk. The mood has shifted into something different. We’re both two humans with walls up high, and I don’t see the shield she likes to fake coming down anytime soon.

The door springs open, forcing Violet to stagger back with shamed eyes. She pales, unable to look at Booker, and faces the floor instead, while I’m calm and collected because my best friend already knows and won’t say shit. He glances at her, then back at me with a stone-cold expression I know too well.

Bad news.

“Be prepared for a long fucking night. Two people are dead. They were ambushed.” Booker tells me with fury wrapped in each word.

“Leave, Violet.” My tone is harsh and authoritative.

“What?!” Violet shrieks, completely caught off guard. “No, I’m not going anywhere.” She shakes her head vehemently. Her cheeks and neck turn a bright red.

Booker doesn’t spare her a glance and keeps his eyes trained on me, waiting for an order.

“Lay it on me.” I fold my arms across my chest.

“Military-aged males opened fire on them when they were leaving. They’ve killed doctors, nurses, and children. Bombs and explosions followed right after…it was a trap. Everyone needs to be called in right now to get them the hell out of there.”

“Who is dead?” Violet shouts.

“Don’t answer that, Booker,” I demand while I grind my teeth. There’s a process for situations like this; we’re not exempt. I don’t need wrong information to spread like wildfire before I see it with my own eyes. I grab my favorite knife from my desk, shut the drawer fast and hard, and stalk over to the exit. “Let’s go. It’s all hands on deck.”

“Don’t answer that?” Violet follows us into the hall.

“My close friends were on that mission! Booker, please tell me!” she cries, holding back tears. I grind my teeth; the urge to calm her down is high, but we can’t stop walking, and I won’t treat her any differently.

“Yeah, so were mine, Isla!” he snaps, turning around. He stops walking, facing Violet with pinched brows, almost challenging her to shut her mouth. “We all have friends out on that mission.”

My hand reaches Booker’s chest, stopping him from shouting another cruel word. He freezes and zeroes in on my hand. At the end of the day, no one gets to talk to her like this.

No one.

Violet looks at me with tears clinging to her lashes, her eyes big, searching for hope in mine. Her balled fists are at her sides, breathing heavily like a pissed-off bull. She looks like she wants to tear into us both. I’ve always liked Violet because she’s passionate about others and wears her heart on her sleeve, but right now isn’t the right moment. She needs to learn how to control herself. Booker told me she tried to challenge him in front of others the other weekend before, when he was only following my orders to keep her here.

“Posa. If you’re going to be an emotional mess, then you don’t belong anywhere near us right now.” My tone is cold and curt, the way it needs to be when lives are on the line. Our personal relationship disappears when it comes to work. That part will never change about me.

She stiffens as if I struck her. She looks at me, and her once-tense body relaxes. Her chest rises and falls fast and sharp, pinballing her angry gaze on me and Booker.

“Are you solid, or do you need to be sent to a desk?” I ask cruelly. She gathers herself quickly, transforming into the soldier who doesn’t break.

“You answer your superior when he’s talking to you,” Booker scoffs.

Her jaw ticks momentarily, and she puts on the mask she wore during the course. Violet doesn’t like to be told what to do, but she wouldn’t dare challenge her superiors. As much as she likes to taunt me, the respect she holds remains in the way she relaxes and says, “Yes, Master Sergeant. I’m good.”
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The gate to our location is chaotic—Humvees speed inside, passing the guards. Security Forces wave their arms, guiding them in—a Black Hawk medivac helicopter lands at the airfield. I’m watching everything unfold, hoping and waiting to see Castle alive. The entire time, it feels like I’m in a horror movie. Bodies are being brought out on stretchers from the helicopter. My fingers are tucked into my vest as I wait, dread fueling my senses. Delta, along with Marine Raiders, managed to get the injured and KIA soldiers back to base, but they still need help. They’re still in the fight, and we’re ready to provide support.

We’re all dressed, riddled with weapons, and streaks of green, black, and brown painted all over our faces. Our balaclava masks are secured in our pockets. Booker stands next to me as I continue to hiccup violently from holding in the urge to cry.

I’m known as The Unbreakable Soldier, yet every time Kade touches me, I shatter. The way he shifts into the man everyone fears, scolding me like I’m just any other person to him, corrupts me. I’m getting too attached already, craving the side of him no one else knows.

I know I don’t get special treatment because we’re fucking, but still. I didn’t like the way he shut me down. My feelings seep into our work relationship, and I’m a naive idiot for thinking I could have a no-strings-attached relationship with a man I admire the way I do him.

My phone vibrates against my thigh. Taking it out, I walk further away from Booker, seeking privacy. I’m also giving him a cold shoulder because he snapped at me earlier. My emotions are high tonight, and I still need time to reflect on how I reacted.

“Isla, never argue with your superiors. Don’t be that person.”

Castle’s words ricochet into my head, and the urge to cry strengthens. Just a few days ago, we were playing Catan, drinking and talking shit about work, and now? She might be dead. Flashes of our last girls’ night slip into my mind. Her curly red hair bounced with each drunken laugh, and her bright smile was so infectious I couldn’t help but smile with her each time. I don’t make friends easily, and this hurts too much.

Turning my phone around, my heart drops at the message.

Grandpa:


Grandma is having a tough time. She misses you. Do you have time to call and read her a letter tonight?




Me:


What’s wrong with her? Did she tell you about the letters? Unfortunately, I’m swamped and might be for the rest of the week. Things are getting hectic here, but don’t worry.




Grandpa:


I’m her husband. I know everything about her. She’s not having a lot of good days lately. She keeps singing, ‘We Belong Together’ and tries to look for her diner uniform to go to work. She thinks it’s the 1960s. It’s getting worse by the day. I just wanted to let you know so you could give her a call before…you know.




Me:


I will call as soon as I have a window. I love you. Please give her my love.




Castle’s screaming pulls me out of my phone.

She’s here. She’s…

Oh. No.

She’s alive, and a part of me relaxes, but then I see her trouble. I’ve never heard someone shout deep, bloodcurdling sounds of excruciating pain like hers. There’s so much blood. It drips like a waterfall, leaving a trail of deep red crimson as a group of medical support wheels her.

“Ah! Fuck!” she keeps screaming, along with other soldiers, rushing into the on-base emergency care.

I jog up to her, but before I can get too close, Booker grips my shoulder, pulling me back.

“Don’t get in the way. Let them do their job, and we’ll do ours,” he says.

He keeps his hand on me, forcing me to stay put. He overpowers me easily. Glancing up at him over my shoulder, it’s clear he’s fighting back anger. His nostrils flare as he chews his tobacco fiercely. There’s no fighting him, and I don’t want to.

Then I see it—the source…her wound. Castle’s lower legs are missing. Completely gone. Her thighs are wrapped in a tourniquet as torn flesh and bone dangle.

She’s in pain. She’s bleeding out. Blood, so much blood!

She’ll never walk again. Her career in the military is over. Her life hangs in the balance, and I feel utterly helpless as guilt makes its way into my broken heart.

I should have been there with her. I should have ignored Booker’s wishes and snuck in somehow. Maybe she would still have her legs. Why did Booker pull me off it?

I stare as my closest friend on the team screams and begs for her life until they all disappear into the emergency medical center, leaving me in a blinding rage where all I see is red.
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Sitting in the backseat of the speeding Humvee, rolling over bumps, I think about Castle and her injuries the entire time. My anger boils inside my veins as every minute passes. Why? Why did it have to happen to her? Why did these evil criminals target a children’s clinic?

SEALS and Raiders race behind us. A trail of five armored vehicles full of troops ready to unleash hell. Booker begins to sing ‘The Ballad Of The Green Beret.’ Soon after, Roberts joins in, and then I follow. Kade sits in front of me, but his focus is somewhere else. His massive, veiny hands swallow his knees, utterly relaxed even though we’re entering a dangerous zone.

The closer we get to the target area, the more I can feel the vibrations of the distant bombs and firefights through the vehicle. I’m not nervous or scared—I’m angry and want to ensure that every bad guy is down.

“The last comms we had, they’re holding a child and a doctor hostage inside the clinic. We have orders to search and rescue, eliminating each target and capturing the ones we can. You all know the rules of engagement.” Kade looks at everyone, panning his eyes directly to every single one of us.

“Hooah,” all of us blare.

The Humvee comes to an abrupt stop, making everyone jolt momentarily. Kade is the first one out, and we all follow his lead. As I take a step onto the sandy ground, adrenaline possesses my body. Smoke fills the air, and shouting from all operators in different branches rings into my ears. It’s a full-on battle surrounding the children’s clinic.

We march into complete chaos, taking cover behind an abandoned home. My body tenses as soon as my back hits the chipped brick wall. I clutch my rifle tightly, waiting for our next order.

“Beast, two threats on top of the rooftop, you see that?” Chaos grumbles in the mic as he gawks through our night vision binoculars.

Using my own set, I see thermally heated bodies aimed straight at us. They know we’re somewhere here, but they can’t locate us. One of them takes a shot at us, forcing pieces of thick brick to explode everywhere. A piece of shrapnel catches me in the face, but I hardly feel it. Everything is happening so fast that I don’t hesitate to raise my rifle and put my finger on the trigger.

My dad took me to shooting ranges up to a thousand yards when I was a kid, up until he passed. I’ve always been a good shot, so when my bullet pierces the two targets in between the eyes with my first try, confidence runs through me. I’m so focused, I don’t even feel the harsh kickback hit my shoulder. It’s life or death right now.

Another one appears behind them with a suicide vest. He hastily removes it, raising it above his head like he plans to throw it towards us. Before he can launch it, Beast hits him three times in the chest, and he drops, leaving a mist of crimson in the hot air. An explosion follows right after, making me fall to the floor. A buzzing noise vibrates through me, my chest heavier than usual as I struggle to stand again.

Kade just saved all of our lives. If that bomb had been detonated one second earlier, we would have been dead or on our way there.

Red drips down into the dirt by my boot.

Am I hit? Why am I bleeding?

“You good, Posa?” Chaos grips my shoulder, forcing me to turn his way. The sound of high-pitched ringing blends in with his muffled voice. His gloved fingers brush the loose strands of hair out of my face so he can search for the source of the bleeding.

I nod, still dazed by the explosion.

His body is blurry, but I don’t miss the worry in his tone. The mask completely covers his features, but his hazel iris glows against the obsidian fabric. All the volume gets turned back up, and I can hear everything again.

“You have a gash on your face, but you’re good.” He pats my cheek with his palm three times and winks at me.

Even when it’s dark, Booker finds a way to bring light and make us all smile.

“I’m alive. Roger that.” I return his wink. Then he’s attending to the rest of the team, making sure the blast didn’t give them a concussion.

“I’m going inside with SEAL Team Hellhounds and our translator to get him to turn himself in. Everyone stays put,” Beast demands into the mic. He’s at the far end of the wall, on the opposite side of the building entrance. A blur of a dark shadow moves underneath the moonlight near Kade, and I track him instantly.

A threat comes out of an alleyway with an AK-47 and fires rounds at the SEALS covering our six, forcing them to retreat. Before one can shoot Kade in the back, I raise my pistol from my kit and pull the trigger. His head explodes after he manages to get off one bullet, but my shot causes his hand to drop, and the bullet strikes right by Kade’s foot, missing him by an inch.

Kade turns to me and gives me that one look I know all too well from behind closed doors, when it’s only us.

Affection. Yearning. Passion.

All three emotions scream in his ice-blue and forest green eyes. I just saved his life, and he knows it. 

I’m lost in his gaze, still. Someone’s unfamiliar long fingers push my arm down. Jerking my head towards the stranger, my eyes widen when I see who it is.

Karen.

The beautiful, curly, blonde-haired woman at The Drunken Shell is the translator who will work with Kade. She glares at me momentarily before glancing at him, who is already withdrawing himself from me and heading into the building with his rifle raised. Her bright blue eyes sweep me from head to toe, and she tuts. 

“The Unbreakable Soldier. I’ve heard…a lot about you.” Her voice lowers, almost in a way that feels like she’s accusing me of something.

Why is she looking at me like this? She needs to be following Kade, not glaring daggers at me. After placing my pistol on safety, I tuck it back into my kit, ignoring her strange comment.

I want to go in there. I know Kade told us all to stay put, but the need to disobey Kade’s orders and follow him inside is so tempting. I want to protect him, the way he’s always protecting me.

“Lieutenant Wilson, we’re in the middle of an operation. Is there anything you need? Do you need me to follow you in there?” Booker rises to his feet after checking out our medic. A dog handler sprints by us with a beautiful red-coated Belgian Malinois barking riotously, his drool flying everywhere. They disappear into the darkened clinic, swallowed by black shadows.

“Nope, I’m good.” She gives me her back, and her tall, muscled frame runs behind the dog handler, leaving our team alone with SEALS.

“We need to secure the outside of the building while we wait,” Booker orders. Everyone rounds the building, searching for threats. Chaos is leading in front, with me right behind him. When we enter the alleyway, it’s empty—no sign of threats.

“Clear!” Chaos snarls into the mic.

Suddenly, a city trashcan top explodes open. A man holding a machete comes out swinging at Chaos with only one goal—to end his life. Booker’s reflexes are fast, and he dodges it in time. But the surprise attack forces him to drop his rifle, making him unable to defend himself as fast as he needs to. My crosshairs pinball, trying to get a good angle to take him out, but if I shoot, I risk killing Chaos.

“I can’t get a shot!” I shout hoarsely from my dry throat. I’m trying not to panic, but the thought of losing Booker terrifies me. My hands start to tremble from holding the heavy rifle. Muscles burn as I watch Chaos struggle to defend himself, wrestling with the target.

Should I switch to my pistol? Tackle the target?

Different plans bounce in my head, and I’m scared of making the wrong move.

Don’t hesitate. Don’t fucking hesitate, or you’re dead.

Kade’s words echo into my head again.

Our team creates a wall beside me, our lasers frantically filling the target’s body.

Just as Chaos reaches into his kit for a knife or pistol, the man continues to swing desperately. Snarling and cursing at him, clearly fueled by hatred. Before the sharp blade connects with Chaos’s throat, I pull the trigger, knowing the risks.

Luckily, the bullet pierces his wrist, forcing him to fly backward and drop the weapon. Booker turns to me with a heaving chest and widened eyes. I stay put, thanking God internally. He stands, kicking the machete far away as the rest of our team scrambles to detain the target. He’s on the floor screaming, kicking the dirt, clutching his bloodied arm to his chest.

Chaos aggressively takes off his mic and stalks toward me. I look up at him, taken aback. When he gets to me, while everyone else is distracted by getting the target to a secure area, he leans into my ear. He glances at my mic and then at me.

“If you didn’t belong to someone else, I’d kiss the hell out of you.” I can feel the smirk in his deep voice.

My heart skips. Does he know about Kade and me?

He jokes like this with everyone, but still.

“Shut it, Chaos. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Shoving his shoulder away from me, I walk past him, but he catches up a second later.

An hour passes with no update on the hostage situation. We’re all waiting outside the building, surrounding it so no one leaves or enters. Not knowing if Kade is safe, every second that goes by is driving me crazy.

“We should have heard something by now, Chaos.” My voice is a strained whisper beside him, and I keep my vision trained on the door Kade entered. It’s taking every ounce of will not to disobey his orders and run in there to help.

“I’m not worried. Beast knows how to handle these situations well with Karen,” he grumbles. The mention of her name makes my stomach curl.

Curiosity gnaws at me. How long did they date? When was the last time he slept with her? Are they still friends?

Dammit. I’m jealous. There’s no place right now for that, I remind myself. It doesn’t matter because whatever Kade and I share will eventually come to an end.

I don’t care.

I don’t care.

The lie swirling in my head like a carousel makes me sick.

One loud gunshot rings out from inside the building, making my blood run cold. I turn to Chaos, whose hand tightens around his rifle. Swallowing the worry back down, I don’t have time to think the worst. Seconds later, three more shots boom, and questions erupt, flooding the comms.

“What was that?”

“Beast? What’s going on?”

“Are the hostages alive?”

Blood pounds through my ears as I wait. I swear, if Kade is hurt or dead…

I know there is a team of SEALs and the rest of our team in there, but I can’t help but worry.

“The threat has been eliminated,” Karen’s sullen voice rasps.

The intense breath I’ve been holding releases as my shoulders relax. Loosening my grip on my rifle, I re-adjust the mic in my ear, as if that’ll make her say more.

Why is she saying it so solemnly? This is a good thing.

Finally, Kade emerges from the shadows. At first, I’m relieved, but the second I see what he’s carrying in his arms, my spirit shatters at the horror. He keeps his gaze on the lifeless, bloodied child as he walks out into the village while a group of special operators rushes in to complete the investigation.

Tears spring to my eyes as bile rises to my throat. My body grows so cold that I almost drop my rifle. Suddenly, the blanket that’s partially covering the child moves. Tiny arms wrap around Kade’s neck desperately while the little girl sobs into his chest.

He saved her. He managed to save the little girl’s life.

“He killed the doctor with a GSW to the face. I managed to terminate him before he could do the same to the child. The blood splattered all over her. She’s alive, but she needs medical attention.”

A group of medics breaks into a sprint towards Kade. Once they reach him, he slowly hands her over. At first, she resists, not wanting to let Kade go, and pleads with him. I know she’s begging him not to let her go, but he manages to reassure her that she’s safe now and everything will be okay.

Before tears can roll down my cheeks, Chaos snaps me out of my emotional state with an arm around my shoulder. Pulling my attention towards him, I purse my lips, fighting the urge to run to Kade instead.

“The operation is over. We get to live another day, Posa.”
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One week later, I knock on Kade’s door. I’m running on only a few hours of sleep as the reality of war sinks in. My chest tightens as I breathe in and out, trying to gain control of my emotions before I face my superiors. The unknown of what awaits behind the door is getting to me. I’m not ready to talk about the horror I witnessed, watching everyone come in with life-altering injuries from gunshot wounds and bombs.

Castle lost her legs; children, soldiers, and doctors are dead because of the high-value target we’d been searching for. The Surgeon gave the order on the attack.

I asked Booker why he pulled me from the mission that night once all medevacs were completed. He came clean and said it was because Kade requested him to.

I’ve ignored every single text message Kade has sent, which was only two messages about work. He hasn’t gone to my room to look for me, and I haven’t reached out, either. I’m too upset to face him because I fear what I’ll do. I’m really trying to turn a new leaf and remain professional.

Playing with my dog tags around my neck, I rub the metal back and forth as I knock again with my other hand. Maybe they didn’t hear me over the storm that’s rolling in. Finally, after my second attempt, Booker’s voice booms on the other side of the door.

“Come in.”

I twist the knob and push it open. All three high-ranking officers stand over a desk, looking at a mountain of paperwork. I walk in with a pointed chin, hands at my sides, and a deadpan expression.

“Master Sergeant O’Connell.” I salute him and the others.

“Everyone out, I need to speak to Isla in private.”

The others nod, clearing their throats, and walk out. Kade turns around like I’m not even here—like he didn’t call me in, and I’m a ghost.

Flashes of lightning light up the dimly lit room. Thunder follows right after, and the sound sends vibrations up the walls of the building, causing the ceiling fixture to sway and the electricity to flicker.

“Am I in trouble?”

Kade plugs a six-digit code into a locker, and a green light blooms. He opens the locker, revealing a tall, fancy-looking bourbon in the center. With two short glasses in his other hand, he finally turns my way but doesn’t look at me. He fills the glasses, and I watch the amber liquid fill to the brim with ice. He closes the bottle of bourbon.

“How are you?” His mesmerizing eyes finally meet mine as he hovers over his desk. His fists clench the wood, and the muscles in his triceps harden.

I open my mouth to say.

I’m fine. I’m good—nothing to worry about.

But nothing comes out.

I close my mouth as that familiar rock forms in my throat. I won’t break. I can’t. I need to stay strong.

“Violet. I asked you a question.” That same authoritative tone he uses when he’s leading comes back.

“I’m fine.”

It comes out with no confidence, making it an audible lie. He clenches his jaw and raises the glass of bourbon to his lips.

I tear my gaze away from his darkened eyes and look at the window, where rain continues to patter violently. Through his office windows, I can see flags dancing with the storm winds and giant raindrops.

Castle’s bloodied, mutilated body comes to mind, and I shudder. After minutes of the electricity flickering over and over again, it finally goes out, leaving Kade and I in a blanket of darkness with only a twinge of moonlight poking through.

Finally…I bend.

I shake my head, pursing my trembling lips together, hoping it will stop the anxiety attack from consuming my senses. Still, no matter what I do, the reality of war finally strikes me through and through, and this time, I can’t stop myself from feeling Castle’s potential loss. The last I heard, she was critical, and the Red Cross was issued to her family.

“You’re fine,” he repeats, with a placating tone to his deep voice. He says it like a question.

“How are you okay right now? Two soldiers are dead! Innocent civilians are dead! Castle is dying! She lost her legs, and you’re cold as ice. Not a tear? Don’t you feel anything?!”

My question doesn’t do anything to him—no reaction…just nothing. I stare at the spot I last saw him in, the moonlight barely cascading over his massive frame. His reading glasses are on, and he looks as tranquil as ever, drinking like it’s just another day behind his desk.

I’m sobbing uncontrollably. I suck in air like I’m drowning, and I’m clawing at my tightening chest. Tears roll down my cheeks as I try to pull off my top.

“I know you’re the reason why I wasn’t there on the mission, you son of a bitch! You don’t get to hold me back because you’re fucking me. Do you think that gives you the right to taint my career? To pull me from operations? You’re messing with my job!”

“Keep your fucking voice down,” he says harshly, the vein in his neck bulging.

“I should’ve been there, Kade!” I shout, fighting back the sting behind my eyes. The stupid rock in my throat is present again, and I resent it. “I could’ve helped. Maybe my best friend wouldn’t be dying and being flown to Germany right now! Maybe…” I sniffle. “What if⁠—”

“Don’t play the what-if game. You won’t win with yourself, and you’re not helping Castle by crying about her situation!”

“Fuck you, Kade!”

He rears back, still emotionless, while I’m falling the hell apart.

“I can’t breathe. I-I can’t breathe.” I try to keep my tone calm and steady, but my tone cracks.

A panic attack.

“Let me help you.”

“No!”

“Mariposa.”

“No! Kade!”

“It’s a fucking order!” he growls back.

“I don’t give a sh⁠—"

“I’m still in charge of you at the end of the day, and you will remember how to speak to someone of higher rank!”

“Stop acting like I’m just another soldier to you!”

He rounds the table and stands over me with a stone-cold expression that could freeze the world.

“I can’t breathe! I feel like I’m drowning!”

I continue to pant uneasily, and I unzip my camo top, but then the zipper gets jammed. I groan in frustration as I continue to pull and pull, but nothing gets it off me.

I shake my head and concede.

“Please. Get it off me. Get it off me; help me! Please, Master Sergeant!”

Kade immediately reacts, and his massive hands swallow mine. He grips the zipper and with one strong pull, it unjams and he’s throwing off my top. A wave of relief washes over me. It flops on top of his desk. I exhale a long breath, and he swallows me in his embrace. I wrap my arms around his firm body and let his scent fill my senses. I bury myself in cedar as I let myself fall apart.

Images of my dad come storming into my head, forcing me to claw my own eyes.

“It’s okay to break, Violet. Castle is a good soldier. Fuck,” he says right before he kisses the top of my head. I continue to whimper into his chest and claw at his back. Still, the trembling doesn’t stop, and the sounds of him choking on his blood continue to echo in my ears.

“I don’t think I’m cut out for this after all.”

“We don’t quit,” he quips back immediately in a stern tone. I continue to scrape my nails into his back muscles. He doesn’t resist when I do that; instead, he holds onto me tighter, like he wants to take my pain away. “Have faith; she’s going to be okay, you hear me?”

“I’m sorry. I’m not quitting, but it isn’t fair.”

“War isn’t fair, Mariposa. It’s brutal and cruel. We save who we can.”

He holds me like that for what feels like hours, running his palm in circles against my back until I can get my breathing under control.

“Permission to call you Kade?”

He nods.

“Kade.” I gaze up at him, and when I do, I immediately regret it.

“Violet.”

“How do you not break?”

He lets me go, and the cruel eyes return. He turns away from me, walks back to his desk, and downs the glass of bourbon in three gulps. He sits in his chair and glares at me.

“You can’t break something that’s already broken.”

He runs a hand through his hair like he wants to say more, but refrains. Another flash of lightning illuminates his office, and then it’s gone again.

“How do you get used to losing soldiers?”

He glares at me. His once-relaxed demeanor shifts into something dark and depraved.

“Turner Swanson. Age thirty-two. A Navy SEAL. Died from an IED. Jim Gray. Age eighteen. Green Beret. Died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound due to stress. Did it right in front of me. Rick Pierce. Age twenty-five. A Special Forces soldier. Died from a grenade on a mission that I led. Damon Hawke. Age twenty-two. He was burned alive because we were too fucking late. Owen Pearl. Died from two GSWs because he froze. Frederick Schofield. Age thirty-seven. Dead because of war. Now do you see why I’m so fucking hard on all of you? Why graduating is nearly impossible? Why everyone calls me a fucking asshole?! A cruel monster? It’s to save your lives!” He grips his glass and hammers it onto his desk. The glass chips, and I jump when it collides.

“So, the answer to your question…how do I get used to losing my soldiers? I don’t.”

His shoulders sway like he’s trying to control his demons. He looks away from me and instead gazes at his desk. He palms the wood, taking in slow, deep breaths. He shuts his eyes like he’s ashamed of himself and doesn’t want me to know he’s hurting, like it’s an illegal thing to show that war gets to him.

Tonight is the first night I’ve ever heard him show emotion that wasn’t sex. I see it now. He cares deeply about everyone around him, and the responsibility of our lives weighs heavily on his shoulders. I can’t imagine being in that position for almost twenty years and not having anyone to talk to about it with. Has he ever?

I walk over to him, my teeth sinking into my bottom lip.

“You’re not a villain. You’re Kade O’Connell. You’re more than a special operator. You’re a father. You’re a friend, a brother.”

“When everyone calls you a villain, soldiers look at you with fear in their eyes.” He shakes his head. “For God’s sake, my call sign is Beast,” he scoffs with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “I’ve actually started to believe it.”

He clenches his jaw, and I watch the vein in his neck make its presence known.

“Don’t…” I breathe softly. “And that’s not fear that soldiers hold for you. It’s respect. You are everything I just said, and most importantly, you’re a flawed human—you’re not a perfect person. We aren’t meant to be. You’re a man.” I grab his face, forcing him to look at me this time. “You’re a man I admire deeply.”

He stiffens, but then I watch his pupils expand, and the flecks in his heterochromatic eyes glimmer with dark lust. In a split second, he picks me up and slams my ass on his desk. His lips crash into mine, and I don’t hesitate to match his movements.

“Kade,” I moan into his mouth. His beard pricks my lips and neck as he bites, sucks, and marks me with his teeth. “Fuck my worries away until I forget where we are.”

I don’t want to think about my best friend possibly dying. I’d rather lose myself in the only person who makes me feel safe and protected…like nothing and no one can hurt me as long as he’s touching me.

He pulls away as soon as those words leave my mouth. Breathless, needy, and wet, I wish I could say it didn’t bother me that he retreated so fast.

He sighs, looking at me up and down as another lightning strike pummels the air nearby.

“No. Not like this, not after…” He runs his hand over his face. I know it’s killing him to deny me, but I’m more than understanding. He huffs, playing with a skull ring on his middle finger, twisting it in anxious circles.

“You need time to process your first encounter with death. I have a meeting with General Hallows right now. It will be a long night…” His serious gaze floats away from my needy one. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay before I left.”

And with that, he leaves me alone in his office with my thoughts.
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I’m watching and researching The Surgeon. Ella Winters, a Navy Officer in intelligence, granted me access to the evidence we have on him—a war criminal, leader, extremist, murderer. I sound like a broken record, but it’s important to remind myself of the facts. It keeps us all fired up to stop him.

He recorded himself beheading and torturing several captured Special Operators. I sit in my office, pushing the glasses up the bridge of my nose and drinking…watching. General Miller encouraged me to do more intensive research. Hours of meetings after meetings and training, and I’m not even close to tired—it only fuels the drive. I can’t get enough of working. It’s what I breathe, the reason for the blood in my veins, and the reason why I’m so sharp, motivated to keep and represent the military’s finest trained operators.

Winters hovers behind me, and I quickly glance over her. She leans on my cabinets, her hands behind her back, dressed head to toe in uniform. Her intense gaze zeroes in on the screen before me, clearly as angry as I am that we haven’t caught this evil target. Her throat rolls as her hands ball into fists.

My eyes return to Daegan Hannibal, Operator Creature—the best sniper in the military with a pristine, polished record of never missing a shot. The six-foot-six Navy SEAL is one of the most lethal assets in special operations, known for his reputation for silence and dark humor.

He’s on the laptop screen, captured…before the scars and the permanent mask he likes to wear. I watch him being tortured for the next few minutes. He’s tied up to a pole naked, on the floor, with bruises and blood all over his body. The eye where he’s rumored to be blind is completely shut and heavily swollen. He’s getting stabbed over and over again all over his body by The Surgeon, and still, he doesn’t scream. I don’t know how he managed to go through all of that and keep his reputation for being silent. Nausea creeps into my senses as I watch this man being mutilated. His dark black hair is wet, but it’s not from sweat. It’s from being waterboarded so many times. After the first three slashes down the one side of his face, the surgeon gives him the most prominent one—the one over his brow and into his shut eye. Blood fills the white of his other ice-grey eye.

The laptop closes shut, ending the video before I can see the rest, but quite frankly, I think I’ve seen enough. Winters drags the laptop off my desk until it’s tucked beneath her arm. She holds it tight and clears her throat.

“Now you know.” Her voice lowers to an edge. “Now you know why you’re after him.”

Giving her a swift nod, I grind my teeth until it hurts.

[image: ]


I broke into her room again to watch her sleep.

I can’t help it. She has me wrapped around her finger, and I can’t seem to stay away. It took every single ounce of willpower I had in me to push her away the night of her first mission. It didn’t feel right, and when we fuck, I want all of her mind, body, and soul…all of her attention. I crave her with insatiable desire.

Her plain black blankets are curled up to her chin. She sleeps so beautifully. I want to wake her up with my cock but refrain.

Would she be into that?

So far, she’s matched my dark desires so perfectly that the lines that divide us are so seamless, I feel like we’re connected divinely. She welcomes every single part of me—the parts I was told were worthless. I thought I was worthless. As confident as I am with my job and everything else that makes me, me, when it comes to opening up, I shut myself down. She makes me feel like maybe that part of tying myself to another soul is an option for me again.

Violet starts to whimper.

“Dad, help me!”

“Dad, I’m sorry! You didn’t have to jump in after me.”

“I’m sorry!”

My brows pinch together, and the urge to wake her gets stronger the more she talks in her sleep. I can’t fucking see her like this; it’s too painful to watch her suffer. I stalk over to her, prepared to rip off her blankets and throw her into my arms, but when I reach her bedside, I’m stopped.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I silence it before she sees that I broke into her room again.

It’s another meeting.

She stirs around, flipping onto her side until she’s facing the blinded window.

I rush out of the room stealthily, silently. Closing the door behind me, I raise my phone to my ear.
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Dear Graham,

I visited your aunt the other day and introduced myself. I miss you so much that I thought I’d see you on your birthday. You told me I made the best flan you’d ever had, so I baked it and wrapped it up. I was so nervous. I messed up three times before deciding to take it like that and trust myself. She was surprised to see me show up at her house uninvited, but in a good way. She told me her nephew doesn’t stop talking about me in the letters he writes home to her. It made me laugh. Don’t worry; she only said good things about you. She told me you grew up in Texas on a ranch with over a thousand acres when your father was still alive, that you loved to ride horses and help your dad take care of the animals and land since you learned how to walk. Eventually, she took out a photo album of you and your siblings growing up from birth to adulthood and showed me all the photos. We finished the flan as I told her how we met. The way you demanded my attention just by breathing when you walked into the diner that night, and I was your waitress. We talked for hours, laughing and getting to know one another, and it eventually ended way past dinner hours as we danced the night away. Thank God Jerry was working that night, and he let me close. Every time “We Belong Together” comes on in the diner, I stop whatever I’m doing and smile. I left around noon and cried at home because I couldn’t help but wish you were here to celebrate your birthday with us. However, the first thing I noticed when I pulled into your neighborhood were the yellow ribbons tied into bows all over your aunt’s porch and the houses next to hers. They were everywhere. Before I left, I asked her about them. She said the yellow ribbon symbolizes support for military members overseas. So, I place yellow ribbons on the windows every day now. I also have one glued to my window. I don’t care if my family and friends don’t want us to be together. I love you, and I’ll wait forever if I have to.

With love, Grace

So, I went against my grandmother’s wishes and read another letter without her. Waiting on Graham, a green beret she loved, must have been hard. It doesn’t make sense why she chose my grandpa over him. She clearly loved him so much. She wrote him daily for months.

After I read it, I texted my grandma to check on her. Grandpa says she’s still in the same condition, with more bad days than good, but she asks for me now and then. He tells her I’m busy in North Carolina, so she doesn’t get triggered by my deployment.

Booker and I started spending more time together after the operation. With Castle gone, I wanted to keep myself busy. I’m not doing myself, or anyone else, any favors by worrying or staying still. I’m eager to get back into the fight. There isn’t much to do here but prepare for the mission as we await our next orders. I haven’t seen Kade in almost two weeks, not since the night in his office. He’s been overly occupied with meetings and paperwork with special operators and generals.

We’re on the same army post, and I miss him. But I understand why he’s avoiding me, whether intentionally or not. He’s been giving me space to process my first interaction with war instead of burying my worries away.

I want to check on Anna, but I’m waiting to hear from the higher-ups before I message her or call the hospital she’s in. The last I heard, she was in Germany, having surgery after surgery, and still in critical condition. She sustained more injuries than losing her legs. It isn’t fair that this happened to her, but I can’t help the other intrusive thoughts: it could have been me losing my legs. If Kade hadn’t interfered, I could’ve been one of the fallen or sustained an injury like Anna’s.

Standing outside the building I’m occupying, I read my thriller book on my cellphone. Booker texted that he was going out for a smoke, asking me to join him outside the building where he’s staying. My heart flipped because I’d hoped to see Kade’s name instead. The longer he stays away from me, the more I wonder if he’s trying to tell me we’re done with silence.

“Why do you read so much?” Booker breaks the silence.

“Ehh, sometimes getting lost in a book is better than getting lost in reality.” I shrug, turning a page with a swipe of my thumb.

“Everyone is growing desperate with each passing day to find the man responsible for all of these senseless tragedies.” Booker sighs, flicking his cigarette and making sparks fall to the ground.

“I know. Master Sergeant is never around anymore.”

He stiffens momentarily.

“What?” I turn around with a yawn, placing my fingers around my watch. It’s nearing midnight, and I’m dying to get back into bed for the night. We can get called in at any moment; I want to be well-rested before we get the heads-up from Intel.

“Nothing.”

Leaning forward, I poke his side.

“What’s on your mind? Spit it out.”

He scratches the back of his head as he walks closer to me. His tall frame casts a shadow over my body.

“I’m just thinking about my mom and dad. She doesn’t stop texting me because she’s so worried. I keep telling her to stop watching the news, but she can’t help it.”

I wouldn’t know what that feels like.

“Also, my girlfriend is waiting for me at home. I can’t wait until the deployment is done so I can surprise her.” Smirking, he hollows his cheeks and takes another drag of his cigarette.

“Booker, you have a girlfriend?” I shriek with a smile.

How could he not? Booker is handsome and one of the funniest men I’ve ever met. Always cracking jokes in shitty situations, the same thing I like to do sometimes. A breeze blows through his sandy blonde hair. He sways his shoulders, making the bones pop—his thick mustache twitches when his lips curl nervously.

“Don’t act so surprised, Violet. It’s not good for my ego.”

Rolling my eyes, I shove him with my hand.

“Who’s waiting for you?” he pries.

His question rocks me harder than I thought it would. My face falls as I remember my grandmother’s condition. Chewing the inside of my lip, I shake my head. We haven’t been able to read letters together. I’ve been so busy at work.

“My grandparents.” I shrug, my tone distant and void of emotion.

“What about your mom? Any siblings?”

“You know what, Booker, I don’t want to talk about it. I’ll just say my grandparents are my only family right now.”

He nods once before throwing his cigarette into the trash can outside the back entrance of his building. Ambling closer to the door, his hand hovers over the knob as he peers over his shoulder. His boots skid across the ground before he stops.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mariposa…but that is not entirely true.”

I quirk a curious brow, placing my phone back into my pocket.

“What do you mean by that?”

His full lips lift into a genuine smile, barely visible over his thick, dark brown mustache.

“We’re your family too, Violet. You’ve got me, the team…” He pushes open the door as warmth spreads through my chest. He takes one step in as the shadows swallow half his body. He swivels his head toward me.

“And Kade.” He winks mischievously before closing the door behind him. My jaw falls open, and I turn around, wanting to hide the redness in my cheeks even though I’m alone.

He knows about Kade and me. I just know it.

Before I can take another step and head back toward my room, my phone vibrates.

Master Sergeant:


My office now.




Me:


Work? It’s almost midnight.




Master Sergeant:


It’s an order. My office now. It can’t wait.




Me:


I’ll be there in five.
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My chest throbs with anticipation. I miss seeing his rugged good looks, which can make my heart swell with one devastating glance. I begin my journey toward the tall building across the pit, and I get there in five minutes on the dot. I raise my hand to knock, my stomach fluttering.

The door swings open before my knuckles can collide with the wood. Kade stands tall in a black shirt, his dog tags around his neck. Black camo pants hug his thick, muscular thighs, his biceps flexing, matching how his jaw ticks. Regret paints his face.

“What is it? What couldn’t wait?”

His massive hand lurches forward and wraps around mine. He pulls me in by my wrist and slams the door. I strut in, shuffling against my feet to regain balance. I think he underestimates his strength sometimes; I almost fell over.

I turn around, facing Kade’s massive back. He locks the door, making my heart sputter against my rib cage so hard I’m afraid he’ll hear the way he has me under his spell.

Walking away, I notice the dark under-eye circles surrounding his beautiful irises as he strides to the same locker that holds whiskey. He plugs in the code and takes out an almost empty bottle. Geez, has he been drinking that much? The last time I saw it, it was nearly full.

“Castle has been reunited with her family. She’s going to make a full recovery.” He pours the amber liquid into a glass, still not meeting my gaze.

I don’t mean to cry, but a tear rolls down my cheek at the knowledge that she’s going to be okay. A sharp cry lurches out of my dry throat as I suck in a relieved breath. My hands cover my face as I gather my emotions and push them back down. I don’t need to cry in front of him because he’s my boss at the end of the day, and I’m ‘unbreakable.’

“I’m so happy to hear that.” I sniffle, my words almost muffled behind the palm of my hand. I suck in a breath, and it helps lower the tension in my tightened chest.

He nods, but it’s clear he’s holding something back.

“I haven’t seen you in a while. Do we know where The Surgeon is?”

He raises the glass and drinks it all in three easy swallows as though it’s water.

“Not yet, but we’re close. One of his followers is slowly giving us all the information we need.” He sighs, his jaw muscles ticking bitterly. He leans on his desk with his knuckles, the snake and skull tattoos stirring on his right arm while he flexes.

“Good, that means the mission is getting closer to being over.” I pop my knuckles one by one.

“Thank you for the update, but I should get going so no one suspects something.” I stroll over to the door.

“Your father drowned…didn’t he?” His inquiry is laced with patience.

My chest buckles at his question.

“That’s why you wake up gasping for air?”

A lump forms in my throat as my heart flip-flops in my chest. My stomach churns as I dart my gaze from my Converse to his door. The urge to flee is burgeoning in my legs, but I stay cemented to the floor.

How does he know this? It had to be my ex.

“Did Adam say something to you? How do you know?” Anger quickly substitutes for my curiosity.

“You know, you’re one of the best prospects I’ve met, surpassing every single phase at the top. You even earned a nickname from your superiors as The Unbreakable Soldier.” The muscles at the corner of his mouth dip downward as he shrugs emotionlessly. He sways his hand in front of him nonchalantly before continuing, “And yet you failed the water portion.”

I swallow as grief strikes my nerves. My head sways left and right, bouncing from his body to my hands.

I can’t talk about this. It’s none of his business.

“I’m not sure why any of this matters. I’d like to get back to my sleeping quarters.” I amble to the door in a split second. Everyone has a reason for joining the armed forces—I haven’t told anyone mine. Honoring my dead father. Following in his footsteps to become a Special Forces soldier. He didn’t need sons; he had me to carry his legacy.

I can’t talk about this with Kade.

Kade beats me to it, standing in front of the door like a giant wall.

“It wasn’t your fault, Isla.”

“I know that. Get out of my way, Kade!”

“Violet…look at me.” His tone deepens with a crisp, dark hum at the end of his words. His fingers tilt my chin to meet his gaze, but I smack it away, causing him to retreat until his broad shoulders clash with the door. He straightens his posture as I try to grab the knob again, but he blocks it with his waist.

He isn’t letting me go.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he repeats, his voice bleeding with compassion. My legs shake as the memories of my dad come back to haunt me. “You talk about him in your sleep. You are the one who told me.” He pinballs his long index finger at me, then to his chest.

“You joined to honor him, didn’t you? Surpassed all odds, and you fucking did it well, Mariposa.”

I glare at him, finally giving him the attention he seeks.

“He was a father, doing what any other father would have done in that situation. It. Wasn’t. Your. Fault.”

“You weren’t there! He would still be here if I hadn’t jumped into that river! He’s not here because of me! My mom hates me because of it!” I shout until my throat feels like sandpaper. My brows pinch together as my vision blurs.

“I just wanted to go for a fucking swim, and now he’s dead.” I scoff with a humorless laugh. “I underestimated the currents.”

“I know, baby. You didn’t do anything wrong. Breathe…breathe, okay?” He tries to hold me again, but I resent it.

“Fuck you, Kade.” I shove him away from me, but he doesn’t falter; he remains still. He keeps his beautiful gaze on mine as a tear escapes my lashes.

“It wasn’t your fault. Say it!” he grits out through a clenched jaw, watching me intently.

Before I can suck in another breath, I crash against him, surrendering every cold shut-off part of me. My demons fall into him, nestling into the vast open void he’s letting me bury inside. His strong arms pull me closer to him. Dragging his calloused palms up and down my forearms, over and over again, he comforts me. Those four words sink away the guilt I’ve been feeling. I bury myself in his woodsy cedar scent, crying, but the tears are not derived from pain or grief this time.

They’re a rebirth. A freeing hope of light he’s breathing into me.

“It wasn’t my fault,” I breathe into his side.

The wall I’ve built surrounding my guarded heart is crumbling. No one has ever taken the time to tell me that but him. My mother and sister tossed me aside and placed the blame on me until I believed it. He’s the first person to make me truly see it. He’s healing me in everlasting ways—always looking out for me and anyone he cares about.

He makes me feel safe.

“You know more about me than I do about you. Let me into your world, Kade. How is this fair?”
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“No more talking,” he demands as we both rip each other’s clothes off. He slips his shirt over his head until it lands on the floor. The sound of rain joins our moans.

“It’s been too long,” I rasp, pulling his hair, wanting to feel him in me. I missed him…I missed this.

“Say it again,” he orders, breathing against my lips until he’s sealing his over mine again.

“Say what?”

Another kiss.

“What you said to me that night in my office.”

Butterflies swarm my stomach as I try to retrace my thoughts from the night. Then it hits me—the night of my first mission. I remembered how his pupils blew when I said three words that struck his cold heart.

“I admire you, Kade.” His tongue strokes mine momentarily before he pulls back. He’s teasing me, stirring up a primal urge to touch him.

“I need you to hold onto that for the next few hours.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to fuck you like a whore that likes to be used.”

I’m staring at his perfect, broad, muscular chest. Shadow-like tattoos swirl over his pecs, neck, and back. The next thing I’m doing is biting his chest tattoos. I stare at him as I do it.

“Fucking fuck.” He groans into my hair. I look down to see that his massive cock grows harder with pain, and I grin. He likes it.

I stroke his cock with my hand and go back for more of his skin. I bite him again, but this time, I nip until blood fills my mouth. Kade grips my hair until my bun is no longer on, and yanks, so I face him. He narrows his eyes at my mouth, and his thumb swipes my lip. He lifts it in between so that we can inspect what I’ve done. Red. His blood drips down my mouth and his thumb. I lick my lips, tasting the sweet iron as he watches me like I’m his favorite movie.

“Suck.” He brings his thumb to my mouth, and I suck hard like I would with his dick.

“Now it’s my turn to make you drip red.”

He flips me over his desk, causing me to yelp excitedly.

“Shhh. I don’t want anyone to stop me from what I’m about to do to you. Keep quiet, baby, or I’ll make it hurt even more.”

“Yes.”

“How do you want to bleed for me?” His fingers enter my pussy. He thrusts them in and out, causing me to shudder.

“Do you want to bleed for me here?” His free hand roams my stomach until it reaches my breasts. He grips one tight and then twists my hard nipple until I’m writhing beneath him. My arousal starts to drip down my inner thighs.

I nod shamelessly.

“Or do you want to bleed for me right here?” He gets on his knees, and I peek a glance over my shoulder to see that he’s spreading my ass apart. He drags his tongue over my hot flesh before he sinks his teeth into it, and I moan when I see a red mark. My eyes widen just as I feel the fire in my cheeks light up my face shyly. He notices how my curiosity has piqued and smirks like a devil. He stands and strokes his cock. He lines it up at my hole but doesn’t push in, teasing the hell out of me.

“I can fuck your ass until it’s bleeding for me. Would you want that? How much can you take?”

I nod, not knowing what I’m throwing myself into.

He slaps my ass with his cock and yanks my hair back like a leash.

“Use your words,” he snarls.

“I trust you, Kade. Fuck me hard. I don’t care where. I don’t care if I bleed, just fucking touch me, please.”

He chuckles darkly, but even the sounds he makes cause my heart to skip and fire to implode in every single cell that makes me me.

“You’re trusting a fucked-up man, baby. But my God, hearing you beg for me is my new favorite song. Sing for me.”

And with that, I get on my knees.

“Spit on it, soak it, and get it ready for your ass, baby.”

I grip his cock and stroke desperately. He snakes his fingers into my hair and rams himself inside my mouth, deep and feral, until I’m gagging. Still, I don’t quit. It excites me when he’s rough and unforgiving.

I wrap my lips around him, tasting him because he’s so fucking delicious. I lap my tongue from base to his crown, saliva dripping off my chin, smiling the entire time, I’m so desperate for it. My clit throbs with salacious heat, my wetness trickling down my thighs.

“Are you sure you want me to take your ass? Are you ready for it?”

“Yes.”

“I need you to sit on my cock. Now,” his voice is husky, dark, and demanding.

“Yes, please.” Panting, I scrape my nails against the thick muscles of his back. A low, deep timber vibration in his chest slips in between us.

“Please, what, baby?” he teases.

“Please let me come with your dick in my ass.”

“Fucking hell, Violet.”

He yanks me up so fast that air whooshes through my hair. His sharp teeth bite and suck on my neck, making me moan. I wrap my legs around his waist as he walks backward. We fall onto his desk, his back hitting it with a loud thud. Pens, paper, and folders fly everywhere, but we’re so heated that nothing will stop me from experiencing this with him. The wooden legs of his desk squeak as I straddle him. My knees dig into the wood uncomfortably, but I don’t care. He’s so massive that he barely gets half his body on it. He grabs a bottle from one of the drawers. Opening it, he pours on what I assume is lubricant all over his cock. I don’t question it. As soon as he finishes, he drops the bottle to the floor. I’m lining his cock with my rim a second later. I’m on top, panting, blushing at the unknown. I know it’ll hurt, and it only turns me on higher.

Sinking myself on him, I suck in a breath as I let myself slowly adjust around him.

He’s so fucking huge.

The tip is in, and he stays there, frozen. My body resists him at first, and he runs his fingers down my spine until he’s cupping my ass.

“Touch yourself and relax,” he coos, deep and smooth like whiskey.

He glides in slowly, praising me the entire time, making sure I’m okay the whole time.

“You’re being such a good girl for me.”

“Look at your ass squeezing my cock.”

“So beautiful, Violet, letting me fuck you like a whore.”

“I wish you could see how pretty you look getting fucked by me.”

The painful pressure builds, but it turns into pleasure, knowing it’s Kade inside me, claiming me in every way as he promised. Ruining me for any other man, shattering everything I thought I knew about sex.

My finger circles my clit, until the pleasure is blinding. It’s like fire and ice colliding as he pulls out and thrusts, stretching my ass. I circle my clit faster as his movements speed up. I feel so agonizingly full; the pain disappears with each slow thrust, forcing me to keep chasing the high that he inflicts. I need more.

“Faster. Harder. Fucking harder, Kade. Fuck me like you want me,” I purr. I can’t get enough of him. He lifts his scarred brow, watching his dick slide in and out of me, completely mesmerized by my body.

“I fucking want you. I fucking need you.” He gets a handful of my hair, wrapping it around his wrist until my head is pulled towards him. My forehead presses against his, and I get lost in his cool, mismatched eyes. The green is so dark yet sharpened; it’s mesmerizing and warm like the Kade I know when it’s only us two. Yet the blue is contradictory because it reminds me of how everyone else sees him—a cold-hearted operator. The one he turns into when lives are on the line…the version of Beast the military and his brothers can depend on.

“Look at me while I destroy your ass. If you don’t, I won’t let you come.” He reaches over and tugs my lip with his canine until a sharp pinch electrocutes. He sucks on my bleeding lip momentarily as iron swirls into my mouth.

“There’s nothing I’d rather watch than Beast falling apart inside me with his fat cock,” I taunt, dragging my tongue against the minor cut he left on my bottom lip as my triceps flex. He grins, the scar on his cheek judders as he smirks. His sharp canines sink into his lip, smiling like the sexiest man alive as he rails me hard, the way I asked, the way he craves.

My scalp immediately sores with each violent yet tactical yank that matches his deep thrusts. Pulling like a leash, and he can’t get enough.

“My.”

Thrust.

“Fucking.”

Thrust.

“Property.”

At this point, I’m rubbing myself on him, circling my clit until the pleasure is in my feet. Lifting my hips, coming down on him fast. My toes curl as he destroys me. Nothing else matters but chasing the high that Kade makes me feel. A high we both need. I watch him wreck me, the pain and pleasure going together so well after adjusting to his monstrous size. His mouth captures one nipple and bites it until pain strikes back. He sucks and kneads my swollen breasts, smothering his face in the middle of my chest, bringing me closer to the edge.

I’m riding him.

“Where do you want it?” he coos, grabbing my hips bruisingly. He takes control of the pace, pushing me forward with his thick, muscled thighs. I lose control as my palms land on his shoulder, unable to dip down on him as I want to. I hold onto him because every time his hips collide with mine, I almost fall over. Clawing at the skull tattoo on his chest, I moan loudly as he thrusts deeper, faster until tears leak down my cheeks.

“Inside me.” I shudder as he continues to slide in and out of me.

“You want me to fill your hole with my babies?”

Fuck, I gasp as he rocks inside me harder. His dick is too fucking good, and it stuns my ability to think, talk, and breathe.

“Answer me, my little whore. Use your words.”

“It feels too good, don’t stop!” I mewl, purring sensually.

I’m so close now. The sound of our skin slaps mixes with his palm repeatedly striking my ass until I’m raw and red. His fingers dig into my skin as he holds me to him, so I don’t fall off the desk. I know bruises will show up all over my hips in the morning.

He takes me off him and forces us to both stand. He always manages to pick me up and throw me around easily. Before I can blink or ask what position he wants me in, he slams me against the desk, possessively yet carefully not to hurt me. He pushes my face into the wood, and I grin, taking it from behind on my tip-toes. The sound of our skin slapping and wood screeching joins our moans.

“Yes!” I squeal as my orgasm obliterates me. The tightening in my core explodes, forcing my mouth to open and my brows to narrow. My lids fall shut as I’m transported into a blanket of darkness, stars, and fireworks. He always fucks me into a world I never want to come down from. Euphoric nirvana is the result of how he worships me.

He speeds up faster, his balls slapping my dripping, sore pussy. Until his thick cock swells and pulses, hitting the spot inside me I didn’t know existed.

I’m coming the hardest I ever have.

“Kade!” Screaming his name, not caring if anyone knows I’m getting fucked so hard that I forgot my own. He falls over me, his chest colliding with my clammy back. His massive body hovers over mine, making me feel so small and yet delicately beautiful beneath him. His beard rubs the side of my face as he, too, climaxes hard. His shallow breathing matches mine.

He stays inside me as though he never wants to stop feeling my walls wrap around him.

I think I’m obsessed with everything this older man does. I could watch him breathe, blink, and tell me the most boring speech about the planets or whatever the hell it is, and I’d swoon head over heels each time like it’s the first day I’ve met him again.

“You are my beautiful ruin,” he rasps, his deep-timbered voice dripping with affection.

He flips me around so that he can press his forehead onto mine. Looking straight into my eyes, he seals his full lips over my swollen ones until it hurts, not breaking eye contact.

I hum against his lips and ghost them with my tongue. I palm the nape of his neck, rubbing it up and down until a confession slips out of my mouth before I can stop it.

“And you are my salvation—my anchor in an ocean I’ve been drowning in.”

Kade leans over me and climbs on top until I lie on my back. We kiss like we never want to stop touching each other. My fingers thread through his hair, bringing him in closer. My heart flutters as I wrap my legs around his waist. We both sink onto the desk again, as he grips my ass and pulls in closer.

“Are you okay?” he asks, stroking my back in circles and moving to my spine. Tingles erupt in their wake.

“I am.” I nod.

“Good, let’s go again,” Kade exhales.

Suddenly, a loud thwack-snapping sound explodes beneath us. The desk legs come apart, breaking in half, and we both fall to the ground. Kade throws me on top of him, so he takes the brunt of the fall. We land hard, the air getting knocked out of our lungs momentarily. My hair whooshes before my face as my eyes widen, inspecting the disaster we’re lying in.

“Holy shit, we broke my desk.” He stares at the broken pieces above his head. A frame of him in his uniform on a celebratory day with a general lays right next to his ear with chipped glass.

I can’t help it, but I burst out laughing so hard, I’m snorting into the crook of his neck.

“We broke your desk,” I parrot, followed by a bubble of giggles. My body convulses on top of him until my stomach hurts. He looks down at me, and his lips curve beautifully. He throws his head back, showcasing straight white teeth. He chuckles loudly and deeply, making his Adam’s apple bob up and down. I love seeing him laugh. Heat swims inside my chest and face at seeing him happy.

He’s been so stressed that I thought I wouldn’t hear his laugh or see his smile again. I stare at him like I’m seeing the light above a dark surface I’m trapped in. The corners of my mouth slide upward in an unwilling reflex.

“How the fuck am I supposed to explain this?” he grunts, still chuckling. He rises to his feet and tucks his fingers into my forearm, yanking me toward him as he embraces me. Our naked flesh warms each other as I hold onto him. He’s so massive that I can barely wrap my arms around him as he hugs me.

On tiptoes, I lift my head with my hands on his chest and look into the eyes of the man I’m falling so hard for. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this happy before. Gazing at someone and realizing you’d do anything for them…that’s what falling in love is, isn’t it? One day, our souls intertwined perfectly, calling to each other without having to search for or force it. One look at this man, and I knew he was worth bleeding for.

“Blame it on Booker,” I joke, which makes him laugh harder.
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KADE


What is this feeling? My heart slows every time she touches me. The demons in my head evaporate into nothing, like they were never there in the first place. I have to keep fighting the fucking urge to smile when she smiles or laughs because her laugh? It’s a beautiful tune I’d love to hear on a continuous loop.

She makes me laugh at her terrible, sarcastic jokes.

She makes me feel good things I’ve never felt.

But she and I can never be. I know that, but maybe it doesn’t have to end here. Maybe, when her deployment ends, we can work something out. Would she want that? Would she transfer duty stations to Colorado Springs to be near me? Would she be interested in learning how to carve wood?

I’m in my room, sitting at my desk alone, admiring my secret project. It’s finished, yet I can’t shake this feeling. It feels like something is missing, and I can’t determine the detail. It took me two months to do it because of how busy the deployment has been keeping me…and of course, wanting to fuck Violet any chance I get. When the deployment is over, she’ll return to her team, and I’ll transition out of the Army and head back to Colorado, to the mountains, where I want to retire.

I couldn’t sleep last night. I keep thinking about work, the missions…

I wanted to fuck Violet until she was crying and eventually passed out on me from how hard I had fucked her, just like all the other times, but I couldn’t do it. This time, her broken AC wasn’t to blame. I had that fixed when I tore into maintenance. I made sure they made it a priority. After that conversation, they moved her and Castle’s things to a different room. It took everything in me not to sleep with her, but I wanted to work on my wood carving, so I left around midnight. Now I’m awake at three in the morning, at my desk, listening to Johnny Cash, carving wood in my boxers with my glasses at the base of my nose.

She’s letting me fuck her worries away, and I’ll gladly be the one to do it. Thankfully, the last update I got was that Castle would fully recover. She still has a long journey ahead of her with surgeries, but she’s going to be okay.

Blowing the leftover wood shavings off, I turn the piece repeatedly, wondering if she’ll want to keep this one, too. She admires my wood carvings, something I don’t ever show to anyone because the last time I did, Penny laughed and thought it was a waste of time. I found some of the wooden projects I’d made for Adam for his birthday in the trash when I visited him on leave.

But Violet keeps the eagle I carved on her nightstand by her bed. A gesture that strikes my soul harder than I should let it.

A knock on my door interrupts my work. I lift my wrist to check the time on my watch. It’s two in the morning; who the fuck is at my door right now? Booker consistently racks out early after he calls his girl back home. I know, because he won’t stop talking about her.

The knocking continues, forcing me to take off my glasses. Did Violet have another nightmare?

Shit.

I throw on a black shirt and sweatpants as fast as I can. The uninvited, impatient guest behind my door continues to hammer their fists into it. Still tying the strings around my waist, I open the door, expecting to collide with honey-brown eyes. My face falls when I see light blue ones instead.

It’s not, My Little Mariposa.

“Karen,” I rasp, my brows raise curiously.

What the hell is she doing here?

Standing there with arms across her chest, she glares unforgivingly at me, her lips thinning when she sees me. As I crane my neck forward to peer into the empty hallway, she walks inside my room without another word.

“Kade,” she clips back with an icy edge.

Closing the door slowly, I run my hand over the back of my head.

“I don’t remember inviting you over.” I drag my feet to her. “To what do I owe the displeasure?” I croon.

Yawning deeply, I lean on the door frame. The night is catching up to me. It’s weird. I want to sleep with Violet. I crave her scent and warmth. Something new for me.

She sits on the bed, crossing her legs. With a blazing glare, she looks like she’s ready to eat me alive.

“Well, Karen? What was so important that you couldn’t give me a heads-up with a text or call? That it couldn’t wait until working hours?”

We sit in silence as I wait for her to say anything.

“Really, Kade. Violet Isla? What the hell is wrong with you?” She twists her face into repulsion.

My face falls flat, turning into stone.

How the fuck does she know?

My eyes fly to my project, and a freezing bolt strikes my core. I feel like I’m suffocating, and for the first time in my life, I’m fucking speechless.

“What about her?”

“I saw the way she looked at you when she saved your life that day,” she spits with disdain.

“Karen, what the hell are you on about? She was doing her damn job. She was looking at me like⁠—”

She stands from the bed and points to me, cutting me off before I can finish.

“Like she’s in love with you!” Her eyes fill with tears as her voice cracks. “I know that look because it’s how I look at you!”

A tear rolls down her cheek. Karen and I were never exclusive. However, our friendship started around five years ago, and over time, we spent some nights having fun together. I’ve never given her reason to believe I’d tie myself to her or anyone. I’ve always been very clear about what I want and don’t want. Still, I can’t help but feel bad.

“I think you’re reading way too much into this. I like Violet. She’s my soldier, and I’m her boss.”

“And she’s your son’s ex! I can’t believe you would actually go there with her. She doesn’t get you like I do, Kade. I’ve been patient, waiting for you to realize I can give you what you need.”

Violet’s what I need.

“Karen,” I snap, baring my teeth. “What I need right now is for you to get the fuck out of my room.” I point to the door.

“You’re the best soldier the military has ever seen. Right up there with Danny Rider, yet you’ll taint your polished career and reputation over her? A nobody?” Her pitch heightens as she continues to hound me, snapping me out of a world where I think it’s okay to be happy. To go after what has made me feel alive for the first in my fucking life.

Violet is not a nobody.

She’s everything.

“Don’t fucking talk about her like that,” I warn with a deadly calm tone.

The cruel reality sets in again, making my head spin. She can never be mine. Shaking my head, I grab the project and lazily set it inside my drawer. Fuming, I slam it shut, never wanting to see it again. How could I let myself get wrapped in her tempting wings? 

I’ve always been careful. And yet, here I am, breaking the rules over someone I can never have.

“Answer my damn question, Master Sergeant!” she spews my rank mockingly.

“Karen. I’m not tainting my career for no one!” I snarl. My growl causes Karen to bow her head sarcastically as she brushes another tear away with her knuckle.

“We were never a couple, Karen. I set my boundaries with you since the moment our friendship took a turn. We had our fun, but that part of our relationship ended months ago, and it has nothing to do with anyone but everything to do with me!”

Her nostrils flare as her body trembles. The more I deny her, the angrier she gets. She strides, closing the distance, and slaps me across the face, hard. My head whips to the side—a burning sensation lingers on my skin. I chuckle darkly and take a step back.

I don’t react. I’m not even mad she did that.

“All these years, I’ve never seen you truly smile.” She shifts on her feet and tries to thread her fingers with my stoic ones. “I want you to be happy, Kade. I just wish it was with me…”

Tearing my hand away from hers, I saunter over to my nightstand and grab my pack of cigarettes.

She slapped me, and yet she thinks that’ll get me to submit to her? Does she believe I’ll let her keep trying to get in my head and carry on any conversation with her? No.

What kind of game is she playing?

I’m done.

“Get out,” I mumble over my shoulder as I slip on my shoes.

I don’t want to hear it, even though I know she knows about Violet and me. Still, I’ll never admit it to her.

“Operator Beast has finally fallen in love. Everyone who truly knows you can see it,” she says, shaking her head disappointedly.

She laughs at me, but it’s with anything but humor—it’s pity. Nodding sarcastically, she takes this as a lost cause and walks past me. I keep my gaze on my desk, where the project I’ve been working on hides. I’ll never get to show it to her.

Before she exits my room, Karen clears her throat.

“Violet told me about you two being together secretly, by the way. She told me her plan to advance her career by being with you. She wants to learn from her teacher…by attaching herself to you like a leech! She doesn’t love you.”

My fingers twitch while she spews venomous words at me. I don’t believe that…

“She told me about the showers!”

My breath hitches.

Violet told her about us?

She scoffs.

“Yeah, I know all about it because she feels sorry for you. Poor single dad, Kade. End it with her before you burn yourself to the ground.”

I stiffen, crossing my arms against my chest in disbelief.

“Or I’m going to report this to your chain of command…to the General. Break it off with her, or I’ll make sure you both suffer consequences.”

The door clicks behind her, as I breathe harshly and play with my skull ring anxiously.

The weight of her words sinks whatever hope I had of Violet and me together. The last thing I want is for our dirty little secret to be aired out, and we both face the consequences when she has so much more potential and talent to offer the army. If my son finds out, our troubled relationship will be done for.

Is Violet really using me?

It doesn’t matter. None of it fucking matters. I broke the rules. Tainted her career before it could start because I decided to be selfish.

We’re done.

When Karen leaves, I go outside for a smoke. As I take drag after drag, I lose myself further in my thoughts.

I have to let her go.

We’ve both worked way too hard. I don’t need her to get kicked out or punished because we became reckless.

I know what I have to do to make everyone happy. It’s time to man the fuck up and stop being a greedy bastard. She deserves more out of life, and I won’t be able to give that to her.
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VIOLET


We found The Surgeon. Everyone is ready for the mission, geared up and waiting for the Chinook to arrive. Adrenaline fuels my veins, and I’m determined not to feel the fear that wants to creep its way inside. Instead, I’ll use it as motivation to fight back harder, just as Kade taught me.

I’m sitting next to Slater when Booker lays out the plan again.

Kade wasn’t there this morning and isn’t here right now, either. Where is he? He left last night, which wasn’t unusual, but he missed work, which is extremely out of his norm. I’m worried about him.

Me:


Where are you?




I wait, but as minutes pass by, there’s no response.

Suddenly, the sound of blades whipping in the air forces me to shut my phone and throw it in my locker.

“Bird’s here. Let’s go. Everybody move,” Booker shouts, pointing to the door. As soon as I walk out the door, I see a familiar, massive figure. Kade is smoking and watching the Chinook land.

He’s been outside this entire time.

He takes one last drag of his cigarette before he throws it on the ground. His boot drags against it twice before he places his balaclava mask on.

Everyone runs past him as he plays with his knife momentarily before tucking it back into his kit.

I walk to stand next to him, placing my own mask on.

“Kade?”

He doesn’t face me. He keeps his eyes on the soldiers in front of me.

“It’s Master Sergeant,” he corrects in a cold, distant tone. At first, I don’t think much of it. I do my best not to let it bother me.

“Where were you today?”

“None of your fucking business,” he quips, making me take a step back.

Jesus. I’ve never heard him so angry before.

“Whoa. What’s going on with you?” I step forward, leaning on my toes. I need him to look at me, but he doesn’t. His eyes narrow intimidatingly. This is the first time I’ve experienced Kade radiate pure fury.

“You lied to me. You really know how to make a guy feel special, then tear his fucking heart out.”

What the hell? I swallow my thickening throat. Hurting Kade is the last thing on my mind. It’s not even a thought.

“What are you talking about, Kade?”

“You told Karen about us. Threw our relationship in her face to spite her. She said you’re using me to get ahead.”

Where is this coming from?

“I did not!”

“Liar!” he grits out. “I’m a lot of things. An asshole. A piece of shit. But a liar isn’t one of them, I never took you as one, either,” he rushes out, each word faster than the other.

Trepidation cripples my neck as my upper lip recoils into my bottom one. My whole body grows heavy as the accusations take me by surprise.

“Kade, come on. Please believe me. I’m not using you,” I say, keeping my voice down.

“I’ve known Karen for years. We’re just two broken people lying to ourselves the longer whatever the fuck this is goes on. But it ends right here and right fucking now. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to hear from you. If it’s not related to work, don’t fucking speak to me. After this mission, we go our separate ways. Do you understand?” he growls, still unable to face me.

A sting hits my eyes as my heart shatters into irretrievable pieces. Kade sounds so terribly broken, even though he was the one who repeatedly told me not to get attached. I know the mission is here, which means he leaves right after.

What the hell did Karen say to him?

“Kade, whatever she told you…she’s⁠—”

“Did you or did you not tell Karen about the shower incident?”

I narrow my eyes as my heartbeat batters so hard I feel it at the base of my throat. I’m trying to remember every interaction I’ve had with Karen, and the only place I talked to her was at The Drunken Shell. Through gritted teeth, I mutter shamefully, “Yes.”

He tuts, disgusted.

“Listen to me, it’s⁠—”

“Enough. This was fucked since the beginning, and it’ll be fucked in the end. It’s always been so…fucked,” he rasps, defeated. He pulls on his black gloves, inserting one finger at a time. I glance at his veiny, calloused, rough hands, already missing how they feel on me—wondering if I’ll ever intertwine my fingers with his again.

“What?” he coos with bitter snark, almost mocking how I’m falling apart. “Did you think we would have some type of relationship with a happily ever after? Did you think we would mimic your grandmother’s love story? A girl falls in love with a Green Beret older than her?” His icy stare widens, making my blood freeze.

“Stop it, Kade. I wouldn’t use you. If you would at least let me fucking explain.”

I take a step forward, and he takes one back, making the sting cut deeper.

He laughs, wicked and cruel, making my heart sink further until all I feel is humiliation.

He laughs.

His mask conceals his mysterious expression. I’m dying to see his face because it’ll tell me more than his words. However, his impassive tone tells me all I need to know. The Kade I love to spend time with, my anchor…he’s gone.

“You tried to go out with Booker before me, didn’t you? He was the one who invited you to the bar, and you came. Is that what you’re into? Older men? Instructors?”

His words cut me deep as he continues to break me apart.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask, fighting back tears.

“Master Sergeant!” Slater booms, cutting into our conversation. He looks at him, then gets in my face so I can only hear him. His storm of wrath inflicts more pain the closer he gets.

“Don’t you get it? Listen, I’ll never be able to hold your hand and take you to the movies for date nights without someone judging the shit out of us. Do you think Penny will accept that I’m dating our son’s ex-girlfriend? You think Adam will ever want me in his life after finding out what we’ve done?”

“Who cares what people think?” I snap.

“They’re not just people. They’re my family,” he bites back.

“So what am I, Kade?” I croak. “I wouldn’t be enough family for you? I’m not good enough for you?” Tears prick my eyes.

“This has to be only lust between you and me because we don’t work. I don’t want this. I’m done having kids. I promised myself I’d never marry again.”

His words are slicing my chest apart, drying my tongue and throat. Agony vibrates through me.

“Has it ever occurred to you that I might not want those things? Maybe I just want you? I only need one reason why we work. Maybe I don’t need a ring on my finger or a white dress. Maybe I’ll be happy only holding the lover or girlfriend title, but I’ll do it because I’m all in. I know you carry demons, struggles, and darkness inside you, but it isn’t enough to scare me away. You’re not as bad as you think you are.”

He shakes his head.

“It was always going to end, you know that.”

“So, what? You’ve ruined me for any other man, and now you pull this?” My pitch rises.

He huffs distantly.

“It’s Master Sergeant O’Connell. It’s done. The mission has begun.” He walks away from me, leaving me in a state of shock. With watery eyes, I watch his muscular back shift with each step in front of a whipping Chinook. Every deep, shaky breath I take isn’t enough to mask the pain. I keep shaking my head until I let it drop and lean my weight on one hip.

He’s ended things.

I knew this would come to an end eventually, but why was I under the impression we had a future? Why am I falling apart while he’s stone-cold? Why did I let myself get to this position where I let someone in?

And why is Karen doing this?

I lock my knees to prevent myself from feeling the hurricane of fury that storms through my insides.

The mission comes first. It always comes first.

Kade is the first in the helicopter, and the entire team follows him. I run inside, taking the farthest seat away from him. I glance at the empty seat beside me. Castle is supposed to be sitting here so I can follow her lead, but her absence makes a lump in my throat. Slater is just outside the Chinook as it closes, saluting us goodbye. He has to stay and take charge of a different mission today. His plans changed a few hours ago.

Booker’s laughter erupts to my right, and my head jerks to the sound. He sits next to a stone-cold skull-masked Kade. He can feel my dreary, agonizing stare on him because he looks in my direction. I hold his intense, narrowed glare for a pregnant moment. There’s an unforgivable fire in his mismatched, darkened eyes—a look of hatred and betrayal. Before I can get a chance to blink, he rips himself away and takes out his knife.

Before anyone else can decipher our quarrel, I close my eyes and let the back of my head collide with the cabin wall. I’m so fucking stupid for ever thinking that Kade O’Connell could love someone like me. I’m an even bigger idiot for falling hard for someone who’s completely off-limits.

I don’t know how I do it, but I don’t allow my tears to fall. I’m not Violet Isla right now; I’m Mariposa, and no one will take that away from me. A job needs to get done.

The helicopter rises, and I’m hit with a wave of nausea as it ascends higher into the sky. Intel informed us that the area we’re landing in should be clear of insurgents, and we’ll need to hike around ten miles to ambush The Surgeon.

The entire time, I stay quiet while everyone talks about their families, whispers about their wives and children, and brags about what they’re doing back home, while the only family I have left is falling apart. I take the blue mini-bear from my pocket to distract myself from the pain. The same one my grandmother shipped when I was in the course. I run my fingers over the fur, and my heart twists into pain when Kade’s words echo cruelly.

“Did you think we would mimic your grandmother’s love story? A girl falls in love with a Green Beret who’s older than her?”

I close my eyes and try to control my heartache. Eventually, I fall asleep, battling the hurtful things he said. He can’t drag me out of the darkness and throw me back in because he thinks our relationship is damned to hell.

I’m in love with him.

Suddenly, the aircraft jumps and maneuvers violently, making me drop the bear. My eyes flutter from the sudden turbulence. Everyone groans and sucks in a breath, skeptically hyper-focusing on where the pilots sit. The bear skids across the floor, sliding between every soldier slowly, and stops at Booker’s feet. He stares at it momentarily, curiosity flickering through his hazel orbs. Before I can ask him to throw it back to me or unhook my seatbelt, chaotic shouting comes from the cockpit.

“RPG! They’re everywhere! We’re getting fucking shot at in the sky!”

What?!

Everyone tenses. I grip my seatbelt tight until the friction burns the pads of my fingers. We’ve been in the air for about an hour, approaching our destination. The helicopter moves again; this time, it feels like we’re going through a pocket of air, but that’s impossible. Hanging on while blood pounds in my ears, I bite the inside of my cheek until it fills with blood. My stomach rises to my chest as bile explodes into my throat, and we start to free-fall. It’s a desperate attempt from the pilots to land safely before we’re shot out of the sky. In the distance, I glimpse the mountains as the pilots jerk their sticks, dodging enemy fire. We’re getting closer to the ground.

Holding my scream inside my constricted lungs, I search for the bear, trying to focus on anything but the worst-case scenario.

Crashing. Death.

I’m going to puke everywhere.

“What the fuck?!” Green Berets shout and groan left and right from the chaos that ensues. Before I know what I’m doing, my fearful eyes meet Kade’s confident, calm, and collected gaze.

He takes off his mask, making me take off mine. The urge to run into his arms and hold his hand is killing me. I need it; I crave his safety. If we’re going to go down, I want to be next to him. He might hate me, yet, in what seems to be our last moments of life, we spend them looking into each other’s yearning eyes.

The helicopter’s engine booms, and loud pain riddles my ears. His is the last face I see before gravity pulls the aircraft to the ground. The collision forces everyone to lose their bearings, and the last thing I remember is seeing Kade’s intense gaze and wondering where the bear disappeared to.
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Am I dead?

I don’t remember how I got here. Memory eludes me.

All I see is black. My nerves are numb, like I’m weightless, which could only mean Death has finally claimed my soul…right? But then the distant sound of the helicopter engine comes back into my ringing ears like a muffled nightmare. Memories of how I got into this situation creep inside me and contradict my initial thoughts.

It’s not a dream. It’s my horrid reality.

Adrenaline floods my veins, and my eyes shoot open. I’m flat on my back, and my chest rises and falls rapidly as I catch my breath. My fingers tremble as I try to trace the blades of grass on the ground. I blink the darkness away and fixate on the sky. All I see are stars. They dance in my blurred vision.

This can’t be good.

Panic is causing me to become more aware of how I got here. I roll to my side, and liquid warmth falls into my eyes. I immediately react and inspect what’s blurring my vision with my index finger. I poke what I’m hoping is sweat, but red paints my fingertips when I retract.

I’m bleeding.

I tilt my head to the side, and finally, the numbness fades and is replaced by excruciating pain. I groan when a shooting, stabbing sensation strikes my ankle when I try to drag my knee up. I let out a shriek followed by strangled whimpers. As soon as I’m hit with agony, I drop my foot, and the pain lessens to a bearable amount.

“Mariposa!”

My team leader’s voice booms. He sounds close, yet so far away.

Where are we?

“Mariposa! Where are you?”

His tone sends that familiar burn through my chest, and I yearn to see him. Is he okay?

“Beast,” I try to shout, but his call sign only comes out as a dry, low, and soft croak for help. I clear my throat and try again.

“Beast! I-I’m over here!” I lift my hand, hoping it’ll help him locate me. I wait a few seconds, craving to hear his deep, worried voice again, but he doesn’t answer.

Placing my palms on either side of my hips, I change into a sitting position. I need to get up—we’re still in the fight. I grit my teeth as red drips off my chin and onto my camo pants when I find the tall tree only about a foot away. I scoot and drag my legs until I get to the thick tree. The entire time, I’m scraping my limbs across the ground, I take in the dark sight before me. My heart sinks into the pit of my stomach as the ghastly images tattoo themselves into my brain. Bodies are being burned in front of me in the wreckage. Their bodies, from head to toe, are in flames. Some are missing limbs. Bile rises into my throat just as I’m hit with a wave of nausea. I swallow it back down and shut my eyes tight. My blood turns cold, and the strength I once had fades.

“I see you! Don’t move!” His footsteps thud louder, and I know he’s near. My dry lips curve into a small smile, knowing we’re okay and both still have beating hearts accompanied by warm flesh.

“At least you can walk,” I joke, my eyes still shut as the darkness pulls at me, pulling me back into dark shadows. I’m fighting it as much as possible, but it’s useless. My brows pinch together as I try to open them again but fail.

I hate failing.

“Don’t talk, just stay awake for me!” he orders. I feel his hand on my ankle, and I whimper, but I can’t open my eyes anymore. My adrenaline has deteriorated.

“I think we’re one of the lucky ones…we’re not dead,” I tell him with hope laced in my dry tone. Despite our horrific situation, being alive has to mean something. Everything will be okay.

“Kade, is that you?”

Booker’s strangled voice seeps into the air over the crackle of fire. 

“Did we really fucking crash? Am I alive, or am I talking to a ghost?” His footsteps grow louder, yet I can’t look at him. I’m increasingly getting more and more nauseated with each dreadful second.

Fuck, why can’t the spinning stop? I need to get up and help! But I can’t. No matter how much I try to open my eyes, it worsens.

“Give me a few seconds, and I promise I’ll get up,” I mutter.

“The fuck you are. Stay down,” Kade growls.

The sound of his heavy footsteps stops next to my head.

“Is she…?” Booker’s heavy gulp is audible.

“She’s alive, but she hit her head too hard; she may have a concussion. Her ankle’s fucked.”

“Shit…” he rasps before coughing hoarsely. “And you? How badly are you hurt?”

The sound of him patting his body makes my eyes flutter open.

“I’m pretty sure my left wrist is broken, which, as long as it’s not my carving hand, I don’t give a fuck, but my damn shoulder. It’s dislocated. I need you to pop it back in.”

I slit my eyes. The arm with the skulls and snakes dangles like he has no control over it. His uniform is ripped in several places all over his stomach, arms, and legs, revealing a precise, deep, third-degree burn on his tricep. Dried blood trails down his nose, leaving drops of bright red all over his chest. Booker looks the most put-together out of all of us. It’s a miracle we’re all still alive.

Booker rounds over my body as both men stand up. He grabs hold of his back and arm just as Kade stares me down so seriously—a vein pulsing in his neck as he mentally prepares for the agony—his feet planted on the ground and his thick thighs tensed underneath his pants.

“Are you ready? I forgot how fucking huge you are, asshole.” Booker huffs as he strengthens his grip around Kade’s massive muscles.

“Fucking do it already,” he snarls.

With one fast yank, a loud pop follows suit. Without missing a beat, the quick maneuver forces Kade to let out a heavy breath. He clenches his jaw as he grunts low and deep.

“All good now. I can move my arm again.” Kade clears his throat, rotating his arm up and down in repeated circular motions. If he’s in pain, Kade masks it with his ice-cold, stony expression. He kneels by me, our proximity making my heart leap. God, I love him. I fucking love this man, and yet he ended things. That type of pain will have to wait.

He cups my face with both of his hands.

He’s worried about me, but I need him to believe that I’m okay even when my condition is uncertain. The mission is still on. He can’t be here and knows it.

“I’ll be right back. We have to⁠—”

“Just go. Don’t worry about me. I’m okay right here. This tree and I are going to be best friends.” Patting the bark, his lips curl. I force humor out of my mouth, trying to lighten the mood. I love it when he smiles. “Plus, I don’t want to throw up on you. I’m pretty sure it’ll happen in the next few minutes or so. You already look like someone threw up on you, Master Sergeant. Both of you go and see if any of the others are alive. I’m solid. I’m fucking good. Leave!” I point to the wreckage weakly.

“Always ready to bark out orders instead of taking them,” Kade scoffs, and Booker lets out a humorless chuckle.

“You got that right,” Booker says with a tilt of his trembling chin. He takes off limping, and we watch him disappear into the crash site behind the thick brush. Kade turns back to me and pauses, his beautiful eyes lingering on the massive cut by my temples, then leans in.

“I’m okay. Really. It’s just a scratch.”

He shakes his head and smiles. His tongue sweeps the bottom of his sharp canines.

“Good.” He pecks my lips quickly. The touch sends a fiery tingle through my heart. I don’t remember our argument before the crash; none of that matters now. Our relationship status doesn’t matter.

“You’re smiling.” I reach out to touch his beard, but he lays my hand back down to my side before I can feel him.

“You’re alive,” he declares.

And with that, he takes off and runs towards the body of the Chinook.

Looking down at my ankle, blood keeps pouring out of the wound. Maybe it’s not as bad as I think. Perhaps I can help. I hate feeling like I’m out of the fight. They both need me right now.

When I move it, though, an agonizing pain spears through me, blinding me. My legs drop down as I retch into the dirt, throwing up stomach acid…and dark blobs of blood. My stomach continues to heave violently as a burning sensation slides through my abdomen and throat. With my head pounding, I close my eyes, but the stars follow me into the darkness, twinkling in my blackened vision.

Shit. That can’t be good.

I pass out.
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“Dad! Please help me! Dad!”

I’m back in freezing, fresh water, scrambling and begging for air. The water is so uncomfortably cold that it leaves a burning sensation throughout my nose, lungs, and throat.

“Mija! Violet!” his urgent blaring is barely audible over the stream of water. My dad’s body is completely blurred, and I can’t see him anymore as dark blue waves continue to wrack me repeatedly.

I didn’t anticipate the current being this strong. I underestimated it, and I’m paying the price. Every time I try to rise above the water, I get swallowed back down with only my hands breaking through the surface.

I try my hardest not to breathe, even though my lungs are burning, desperate for air. The sound of water muffles my screams and cries as I fight for my life. My back collides with a sharp rock as the current continually throws me in different directions with no remorse.

Everything is moving so fast that dark shadows cloud me like tunnel vision. My energy depletes, and everything grows quiet. I can feel myself sinking further down, accepting defeat against my will. My heartbeat slows as I try to call out again, but my mouth doesn’t open.

The next thing I feel before all hope is lost are arms around my waist.

Dad.

The sound of fireworks jolts me awake.

We’re still at the crash site, Beast and Chaos are still searching for more survivors.

Unfortunately, the wreckage was littered with pieces of the helicopter amongst all twenty dead, mutilated bodies. Images that will haunt me forever. To see our team, the strongest, most respected, brilliant men I’ve had the privilege to get to know, gone in a blip, a couple of seconds…

Their families will never see them again—their wives…their children. Something chips inside me, and I don’t think I’ll ever get it back.

I blink weakly to see Kade change into the instructor who always intimidated me before. He is strong, stern, and stone-cold with purpose when he needs to be. Even though we just survived a helicopter crash, I won’t let myself fall apart. Not right now, not when the enemy is nearby, and maybe around the corner, getting ready to scavenge the sight and look for us.

We have to move faster.

“They shot us out of the sky! We were in the sky, and now all of our friends are fucking dead, brother. We’re screwed! I finally have a girl waiting for me back home, and now I might not see her again. My mom, my sisters, oh, God. I⁠—”

Kade lurches forward, his right hand curling into his vest, and shakes Booker vehemently. His nostrils flare as he looks him dead-straight in the eyes.

“Chaos. Get. Your. Shit. Together. We’ll hike down this mountain, and everything will be fan-fucking-tastic. You’re going back to that girl of yours. I need you right now. Do you get that? Because I can’t carry both of you. You have two working legs, use them.”

I blink weakly, watching Booker go from panicking to relaxed with each passing moment. He nods, flexing his jaw. Sweat trickles down his muddied, soot-covered face. We're all covered in it.

Kade is the strongest soldier and man I’ve ever known. His ability to bring out the fight in us is incredible.

"Roger that, Master Sergeant."

“I’ve only got my knife on me. We have to move. The enemy knows we’re here,” Kade says. His strong arms lift me into his arms, and I weakly nestle into him as much as I can to make carrying my dead weight easier on him. Even though we’re out in the woods, surrounded by smoke, his warm scent still lingers, calming my bundled nerves.

“And go where?” Booker sputters out nervously.

“So…what’s the call, Master Sergeant?” I manage to force out of my dry lips, still with my eyes closed.

“I thought I told you not to talk. Save your energy, soldier,” he growls.

Booker clears his throat.

“What do you want to do, O’Connell?”

“We’re hiking back to the closest FOB. It’s our only option. I’m sure they’re already looking for us. They might find us on the way.”

Everything grows quiet as my two superiors stare at each other menacingly like beasts ready to fight to the death. They’re not holding that energy towards one another, but rather for each other. The way Booker relaxes, his tears dissipating into thin air, tells me Kade knows his best friend like the back of his hand. Kade is just like that—always knowing what to say and when to say it to keep the morale and mission on track.

A buzzing, fatal bee zips right past my ear and burns the flesh on my cheekbone with its grazing shell. My first instinct is to scream, but I’m silenced by Kade pulling me into his chest, shielding me. His hardened muscles coil me tighter until it hurts.

I’ve been shot in the face.

“We’re taking fire; we’ve got to move!” Kade booms.
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Turns out the shot to my face was a graze.

Just when they had finished retrieving every single body from the crash and placed them away from the fire, is when we took fire. Everything else was getting burned to ashes. We still have most of the gear we strapped ourselves with, but many things are missing, like my knife, pistol, and grenades.

We escaped enemy fire with the help of smoke grenades.

It’s been around two hours since we were last attacked at the crash site. We’ve been hiking in silence, and I’ve been holding my ground with slow breaths. I’ll allow myself to feel the shock of this aftermath later, but my team needs me right now in my best-trained version. All of my instructors have taught me to be strong and unwavering. We are people willing to lay down our lives for the mission and each other. We’ve been tested time and time again for moments like this. We don’t quit. We find a reason to keep fighting until our last breath.

Thunder vibrates the ground, and lightning cracks above the tall trees. The sky grows darker as another heavy cloud falls over us. The smell of wet dirt becomes thicker, and a second later, heavy rainfall patters down upon us. The sounds of nature helps quiet our movements.

“We were so fucking close to finding the target, fuck!” Booker hisses.

The Surgeon is still out there.

“It makes sense. When the whole world is looking for one guy, everything becomes trickier. We’re going to get him, Chaos.”

“I can’t believe you two lovebirds are by my side.” Booker breaks the tension first. Always the most unserious. “Or should I say two devils? Yeah, I saw that desk.”

“Fucking hell, Chaos,” Kade scoffs while I muster all the strength to withhold the roar of laughter in my chest. My stomach, head, and feet are still killing me.

I blink at Kade slowly, waiting for him to say something.

Fine.

“What’s your favorite movie? We’ve known each other for over a year, and I still don’t know what it is…or your favorite color.” He never answered my question when I asked him the first time in his office.

“Isla, what the fuck. You’re supposed to be getting rest,” Booker snaps as he hops over a log. He raises his rifle to his eye again, peeking through the scope. He’s got our six while Kade leads the way.

“I’m not asking you. I’m asking Master Sergeant,” I bite back.

Kade snickers and licks his teeth. Dipping his head back, he shuts his eyes tight.

“I thought I told you that if it’s unrelated to work, you don’t speak to me.”

He reminds me of my place in his world, and I don’t like it. I deflate into his chest, and my chin drops into his collarbones. We really are over.

“Lord of the Rings, but the books are better…and yellow.”

My eyes brighten.

“Why did you join the army?”

His softened gaze sweeps my face, making heat swim into my chest. We stare at each other for a pregnant moment.

I might have struck a chord with this question.

“At first, it seemed like the best option to take care of my family at the time. I was going to get out after my first contract was up. Penny could stay home, get her degree, and care for our child, so she didn’t have to worry about the bills. We were young, and that’s what she wanted. I don’t come from money. It was the best decision for an eighteen-year-old with no college education or work experience. It gave us all insurance and a little house on the army post where I was stationed.”

He takes a breath.

“I wanted to care for them the only way I knew how. I sacrificed to give them a good life. I didn’t have much growing up. I wore the same clothes for years because my mom couldn’t afford to get us all new ones for her growing sons and daughters. I shared a room with four of my siblings. My mother slept on the bed beside my two sisters while my brother and I slept on the floor with a blanket and pillow. I wanted to give my son his own bedroom—something I never had. I wanted him to have a bed to sleep in—his own pillow to lie his head on. I wanted to be able to afford to give him clothes that fit him as he grew older. And I wanted Penny to be able to finish school without worrying about working on top of studying and being a mom to our baby.”

I can’t imagine being a teenage parent. He’s a man that way. He wanted to take care of everything so Penny and Adam could chase their dreams and not worry about how they would eat or pay for a home.

“And then what happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said the plan was to get out after you finished your first contract. Why did you re-enlist?”

His eyes narrow.

“Well, you don’t see a wedding band on this finger, do you?”

Of course.

His divorce from Penny may have heavily affected that decision.

“My mother was a single mom, and to say she struggled is an understatement. She was also a teen mom. So when Penny left and took Adam with her, feeding him a narrative that I didn’t want to be a part of his life…that wound cut deeper and bled longer. I needed my family to stick together. This might sound fucking stupid, but I’ve always wanted to see them welcome me back home with a sign above their heads when I returned from missions or deployment. That was a silly thing to crave, is what Penny told me, so she never did it. The truth eventually came out…she’d been cheating on me with multiple men, then said it was my fault she cheated. She said I worked too much,” he huffs.

What?

Penny’d had affairs?

I can’t believe Penny and Adam had never greeted him when he came back home. My heart chips further after hearing Kade’s side of things. There are multiple sides to every story, and this is his truth. My chest hitches as I pull myself closer to him, his cologne mixed with his cigarettes still stapled to him.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

I shake my head to clear my brain fog.

“What I meant to say was, did Booker help you through that dark time? Because you had lost your reason? Because Penny and Adam made you believe you were unworthy and guilty for choosing this career?”

Silence. He doesn’t say a word as I wait for what feels like minutes. He keeps his focus ahead of him to the point I don’t think he’ll answer my questions anymore. It all makes sense. The way he’s so closed off with his emotions. The way he drowns himself in work, so he doesn’t have the option to become a family man. I need him to know it’s not too late for him—and for us. I want to bring up what Karen said to him, but it doesn’t matter anymore in the grand scheme. We just lost our friends, and the enemy is on our heels. When Kade makes up his mind and says he’s done. He’s done.

“Being alone isn’t a weakness, Kade. It means you’re standing up for what you deserve, but don’t let that experience make you feel like you can’t live the rest of your life the way you want to—with someone who chooses you every day and would wait years if they have to.”

“Stop talking, Isla.” Kade snaps, his shoulder brushing against thick tree bark.

“No.”

“Stubborn ass,” Booker hisses from behind.

Is the fucker listening to us?

“Did you still try to make it work with her after the affair?”

He nods.

“Marriage isn’t black and white, and sometimes it’s ugly. I didn’t want history to repeat itself. I wanted him to know that he had a father and was loved. I didn’t want my son to grow up in a broken home. To watch his mother struggle and be a parent on her own. My mother was lonely. She struggled so much, almost lost her sanity quite a few times because she had to raise all of us with little to no support.”

“But in the end, you got hurt and ended up alone.” I point out.

He keeps his blazing gaze straight ahead while the muscle in his jaw flexes.

“Something like that,” he replies absently. I trace the scar against his brow and smile.

“You’re not alone anymore,” I whisper faintly.

You have me.

“And marriage isn’t always ugly,” I murmur.

He quirks his dark, scarred brow at me. His dark lashes flutter slowly. I can’t handle it when he looks at me like this. It always sends me into his personal melted prisoner. And right now? I’m scooped into his arms, and my heart is beating so hard I hear the blood pulsing in my ears.

It isn’t the best time to indulge in our dark desires. The kind that feeds both of our souls. But every time we’re around each other, our reckless attraction always prevails.

He leans in, still soldiering on, as my breath catches in my throat. I latch on tighter, my fingers digging into his back tattoo underneath the army brown shirt. Even through the dizziness, the air around us buzzes so explosively I feel it in my bones. His lips ghost mine, until his beard grazes my cheek first. Closing my eyes, I prepare for his mouth to capture mine.

We don’t get to kiss.

A foreign shout blares in the distance, tearing us away from each other.

The enemy has caught up to finish or capture us.

“Let me walk,” I demand. Kade doesn’t hesitate; he drops me to my feet, causing me to lurch my entire weight on the other side of my working foot. I’m looking for Booker’s pistol when he bumps into me hard.

“Beast. I think we’re surrounded. How the fuck! Brother, I can’t die. I finally have a girl back home waiting for me. We can’t die,” Booker hisses.

Kade whirls us around hastily. His muscles tighten around my waist as we go rigid to do recon. When Booker spins toward us, he takes a bullet straight to the head. Blood and brains splatter across Kade and me.

No!

Not Booker!

Not Shane!

I reach out to catch him, but Booker’s lifeless body slips through my fingers and falls to the ground. Crimson continues to spill out of the massive hole in his head, but the enemy doesn’t stop. I do a quick glance as a sharp sting hits my eyes. I don’t get a chance to process it, but Kade confirms he’s dead by grabbing his body and dragging it to the nearest cover we have.

“He’s dead. Chaos is dead.” I shake my head vehemently. I flick my gaze to Kade, pushing my emotions back down. I will not fall apart. “Master Sergeant, what do you need?” My shaky voice pleads. Adrenaline spikes my blood, and my mind is full of determination.

I don’t break.

We’ve been trained to handle the worst scenarios.

We. Can’t. Break.

Kade yanks me back with the palm of his hand until my back collides with the rock.

“We survive.” He hands me Booker’s rifle. I take it just as Kade reloads. His eyes are empty and vast, but his movements are calculated and adrenaline-filled. He’s back in Operator Beast mode, and so am I. The fierce beast inside that Kade’s taught me to embrace—The Unbreakable Soldier.

An enemy dressed in all black attempts to tackle Kade from behind and aims his pistol at him simultaneously. Just as his fingers graze his back, I raise my rifle and put a bullet in his skull. He drops immediately. Kade pushes him off his boots, causing the threat to fall down the side of the cliff.

“Throw the smoke grenade! It’s the last fucking one. Use it now!” Kade growls. Booker’s blood is on our faces, but it gets washed away by the rain in seconds.

“Yes, Beast!”

I stab into my pocket with trembling hands, hook my hand around the metal, and pull it. I toss it furiously in front of me to create a barrier and establish a position of defense.

“What’s the plan, Beast?” I hate calling him by his call sign at this moment, but we can’t risk them hearing our real identities.

I stare at him as we both shoot left and right, but the army is still coming. We’re pinned down at the side of this mountain. Any solution or plan we choose will end with us both getting killed.

I take another shot at a threat who has an RPG aimed straight at us. Instead of the missile hitting us, it hits his own men. His body slips, and he’s falling down the mountain, taking his weapon with him.

My rifle makes an empty clicking noise signaling an empty chamber.

“I’m out of ammo.”

Kade’s shoulder kicks back as he continues to defend, but then his rifle echoes the same dreadful sound my weapon did. We’re both out of ammo with only seconds to adapt, or we’re going to die up here, together.
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He throws a concussion grenade from his kit towards the enemies. Loud groans follow suit. It’ll stun them momentarily, buy us time, and give us a small window to keep going even though we both know how this ends. As soon as they halt fire, we take advantage. I pull the pistol from his pants and shoot. We’re back-to-back as Kade and I cover each other and fire. I’m shouting while blood and spit drop from my busted lips.

Everything hurts.

Suddenly, Kade’s weapon clicks. He turns around, watching me intensely.

I need to buy us more time. Looking around, I find two grenades in the back of Booker’s pants. I grab one and hand the other to Kade. I pull it.

“Frag out!” I shout as I launch it towards them.

Kade mirrors my actions. I hunch over, covering my ears when his massive arms pull me into his chest. He shields me with his body as the two explosions buy us more minutes.

“Do you believe in me?” he yells into my ear.

“Yes, Beast.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Of course,” I respond without missing a beat.

This makes him smile. God, I love it when he does that. He’s so effortlessly handsome, but this is all so unlike him. His once aggressive, pale blue, vibrant green eyes turn into something I don’t recognize.

“Thank you, Posa. For everything.”

I rear back as he keeps his gaze pinned on me. I keep shooting into the gas until the pistol clicks and nothing comes out.

Damn it! I don’t like this. Why is he talking like this?

“Beast, what’re you doing?” I snap, holding the pistol in my hand until it slices my palm open.

“Thank you for showing me I’m still worthy of a family. Thank you for making me smile and laugh the hardest I have in years…I’m no longer a soldier who’s dead inside because you showed me I still can love and be loved. That my heart still works, because I thought it would beat for no one, but it does for you, dammit. You are the one who has ruined me for any other soul.”

“Stop talking like this! Let’s go!” I grab his hand, looking down the cliff. “We can both try to make it down this hill.”

He shakes his head and removes his hand from mine. He denies me and makes my heart shatter.

He really is going to do this.

“You are the woman I want to go to bed with at night and the first person I look for when I wake up.”

“Beast, please…” I keep trying to interrupt because I know what he's planning, and I hate him for it.

“Do you know why I gave you the call sign Mariposa?”

“Tell me when we get out of this!”

“Seeing you the entire time you were my student…you fought to gain your wings. I watched you through a stage of metamorphosis. Your resilience and strength remind me of the butterflies I used to chase as a child during migration season. I would run around the playground and chase them until I couldn’t anymore. They were always so enchanting, confident, beautiful, and free like you.”

“Stop it!” I yank his hand, but he carefully slips out of my grasp.

“I’ve always been corrupted by your light, no matter how hard I tried to fight it. I’m not sorry about breaking the rules—I’m only sorry I didn’t say these things sooner.”

There’s a softness about his tone. I’ve never seen Kade this vulnerable before, but all his walls are down. Damn him for doing this because I know that no matter what’s happening, I have to trust him, and at this moment, I don’t care that he’s my leader. We both have to live.

“You better not even think about it. Don’t you fucking dare say it!”

He smirks, tracing a loose strand of hair by my ear. He looks at me like he's trying to save this moment and take a mental picture of us together. He shifts into my superior, a stone-cold, cruel soldier anyone with a heartbeat fears.

“It’s already done. Go now!”

“The hell I am! I’m not leaving you; Beast, don’t do this.”

“Fucking go, now. It’s an order!” he growls, his face so serious it kills me. The vein in his neck bulges with intimidation.

“We’re out of time…you have to go now, or we're both going to die!"

A hot tear leaks down my cheek.

“I am an American soldier!” I shout, closing my eyes tightly, trying my hardest not to let the effects of my TBI get to me.

Kade smirks, while his eyes water, just as my vision blurs more.

“I will never leave a fallen comrade!” I point at him, seething every word. I’m having an anxiety attack. “You taught me never to quit, dammit!”

He can't do this! I won't let him sacrifice himself.

“Violet.” He kisses me hard as enemy fire continues to rain down on us. “Go, now! I need you to save yourself, don’t you see? You’ve never needed me, baby. Never. You’re unbreakable.”

“Kade, I can’t do this without you! Think about everyone! What about me?” I cry out, begging him for mercy. I know his plan will work, and I’ll survive, but at what cost? My heart will stay up here on this mountain forever if he makes me do this.

He cups my face aggressively and crashes his lips against mine. He shuts his eyes tightly and ruthlessly as though in excruciating agony, matching my emotions. He grabs something from his kit and forces my hand to open quickly. I obey and let him command my movements like I’ve always done before. Something hard with a chain settles in my palm. Before I can see what it is, he closes my hand, shielding it.

“I am thinking about you! Go! Fall in love over and over again. Get married, have lots of pretty babies, go live your life, and remember it wasn’t your fault, you hear me?”

I sob uncontrollably as the rounds get closer and the enemy’s shouting grows louder. They surrounded us, pinning us down in the open area. They’re so fucking close; I think they’re right above our heads.

“Kade...stop, please! We can’t be out of time…we can’t!” I’m not talking about the mission anymore—I’m referencing us. “No! We’re not out of time, come with me!”

“Baby, you and I will never be out of time. What we have together is infinite. Even when we’re nothing but phantoms with beatless hearts, we will always be perfectly intertwined because you were made for me.”

Another explosion erupts above us, cutting me off. It shakes the mountain like an earthquake. My hearing goes out momentarily and is replaced by a white noise ping. Warmth trickles down my ears. Blood leaks out of them, and more drips out of my nose. I want to scream, but I hold it in, grinding my teeth until I feel a chip. Fire flushes through my body in a monstrous wave, making my muscles quiver and cramp.

I’m so fucking frustrated. I wish I had more rounds and more grenades; I’d make it all stop. I’m failing Kade because I need to save him the way he’s been saving me.

He shields me with his arms and body, pushing me back into the wall of dirt and tree roots. He’s still thinking of others before himself. Even in what could be our last moments, Kade O’Connell is the most selfless, giving soldier I know. He proves it every single damn time.

“If you do this, Master Sergeant, I will never fucking forgive you!”

“Then don’t! But I’ll never be at peace if you die!” he screams back, just as he takes a bullet to his shoulder. Blood sprays across my face and into my open mouth. His beautiful face twists into pain, and before I can grab hold of him and pull him into cover, his large hand stabs into my vest.

“Go! I love you, Violet Isla. Do it for me, okay? And most importantly, do this for yourself! Go!” He pushes me off the side of the cliff.

No!

I’m rolling down the side of the mountain in agony. My body collides with rocks, trees, and dirt. It feels like I’m pinballing until gravity wins. My back and legs are getting the brunt of the unforgiving landscape. Each time I hit something, I cry out in pain. I try to stop rolling further down multiple times but come up short because I’m moving too fast. It takes me a few minutes to regain my senses when I land. As soon as I catch my breath, I force myself off the ground and take off running in the direction from which I hear the sound of blades whipping the air. The rounds grow louder, and bombs continue to wreak havoc.

Then I hear it: Kade shouting to pull the enemy’s attention toward him, instead of me. Doing what he said he was going to do. I turn around and place my hand over my mouth to stop the shattering scream.

The last thing I see from about twenty feet below is Kade taking a bullet to his chest...his heart. He falls over, disappearing into thick trees as more explosions surround him. Fire and dirt explode everywhere, leaving me in a blanket of darkness.

I sink my teeth into my knuckles to stop the sound of a broken, wounded soul.

No one would survive that.

Not even Operator Beast.

“I love you, too, Kade. I love you…” I cry into the palm of my hand. “I love you…”
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Black.

All I see is black.

All I feel is black.

A heavy elephant is on my chest, making it difficult to breathe. The sound of a heartbeat monitor rings vehemently by my right side—muffled, distant chatter barely reaches my ears. Everything about this atmosphere is cold and dark. I must be in a hospital or, at the very least, a clinic.

But why am I here? I can’t remember anything.

Why can’t I move or scream?

“You and I will never be out of time.”

That addicting, heavenly, deep voice crashes into my soul with no remorse, causing a painful ache in my chest to take over. My heart drops into my stomach as my last memory with the man I love hits me unforgivingly.

Everything comes back in haunting flashes.

Kade pushed me down the side of the cliff.

I limped and occasionally dragged my drained body before QRF picked me up. As soon as I was pulled into the Black Hawk Helicopter, I collapsed from dehydration and exhaustion while murmuring Kade’s name over and over again.

“Booker and O’Connell were KIA. She’s the only survivor from that crash.  We don’t know what exactly happened, but we’re hoping she’ll wake up and be able to give us her story. This whole thing is a mess.” I don’t recognize that voice, but I need them to stop.

No.

No.

No!

Please let this all be a bad fucking dream!

“Her heart rate’s picked up. She’s awake,” an unfamiliar, feminine, chirpy voice says.

“It’s me, Violet. I’m here.”

Adam.

With a heavy heart, my eyelids explode open. A nurse and a male doctor are in the room, and Adam is by my side with darkened half-moons underneath his round brown eyes. I drink him in slowly, trying to process my surroundings. He’s dressed in a button-up shirt with jeans. Everyone looks at me with stiffened shoulders and gaping mouths.

If Adam’s here…that means I’m in Germany.

“Violet? Do you know where you are?” The nurse takes a hesitant step but keeps her confident, yet sympathetic gaze on me. She holds a rectangular electronic device tightly to her chest and waits patiently.

This is all too much. I can’t think straight, but instead focus on the pain that possesses my body and mind. Booker’s dead. And Kade?

My heart races to dangerous limits, tears pool in my eyes, and cling to my lashes as my chest rises and falls wildly. The cold air burns the back of my throat as I struggle to stabilize my emotions.

“Violet. You’re alive. It’s okay. Try to stay calm.” Adam inches closer, skating on a rolling chair. He soothes my leg with the palm of his hand, running it in circles. I flinch away and shoot my palm out until it connects with his arm, slapping him away hard.

“Where’s Booker? Where’s Kade?” I direct at the medical team.

Uniformed men walk in. I only recognize one out of the four soldiers holding broken expressions. Slater. His hazel orbs meet mine, and for the first time since we’ve met, I feel connected to him because I can feel his pain—it matches mine equally.

“Mariposa. Don’t worry about that right now. If you can start by sharing what happened out there, it’d be of great use, and—” A three-star general to his far left starts but gets interrupted.

“Sergeant Shane Booker is resting. He’s dead.” Slater steps forward with tensed arms at his sides. “And Kade O’Connell is presumed dead, with evidence found. We were unable to retrieve his body.” His deep voice cracks, and a tear rolls down one side of his face. Everyone except Adam and Slater remains rigid with neutral, vacant appearances.

How are they not fucking breaking? He just told me we lost two of the most amazing men and soldiers I’d ever met, and my world is crashing down so hard that I’m in hell.

My jaw drops, and I scream furiously, thrashing and hitting the back of my head into my pillow. I try to yank out my I.V.

“No! Send me back out there, Slater! I can find his body! I know where he is! Please! He sacrificed himself for me. Let me get out there and fight!”

More nurses come rushing in. They push through the men and swarm my body. Adam gets up from his chair and walks away with a palm over his mouth. He gives me his back as tears rain down. 

“I’m not done! Booker…he was shot in the head. There was so much blood.”

Every single nurse invades my space as I try to stand. Nothing and no one will stop me from trying to find his body! He can’t be dead. I refuse to believe it.

My fist connects with the closest nurse’s cheek. She stumbles into the arms of the doctor and gasps into his shoulder. I look to the following one, ready to fist fight my way out of here, but Slater beelines toward me. He throws his body weight on top of me, crushing me until I can barely breathe. He holds me down as gently as he can, but still, he’s not budging. With both hands curled into my biceps, he restrains me and shields the nurses with his massive chest.

He doesn’t say anything as I try to fight him off. He takes every single blow and kick I give him. He rests his chin on the top of my head and breathes into my ear, his body lurching every time I attack.

“Sedate her now. Give her Diazepam,” the Doctor orders.

My eyes bulge out of my skull.

“No, please! Stop! No…” Slater forces me to look the other way so I can’t see them inject the sedative. I stare at the plain white wall as they continue to restrain me. A swift moment later, my breathing slows, and darkness corners my vision.

“Kade and Shane are dead, Isla. I’m sorry,” Slater somberly mumbles into my ear.

I try to shake my head, but nothing happens.

“Please. Please. No,” I whisper, unable to use my arms or legs. Everything grows quiet. My physical pain depletes and vanishes like it was never there in the first place. I no longer feel the weight of Slater’s body, and the white walls surrounding me are gone.

“No.” I slur weakly. “Kade…”

Closing my eyes, I search for the one man who stole my heart and took it with him, leaving me ruined for the rest of my life. The last thing I feel before I’m overcome by blankets of obsidian are the corners of my mouth lifting into solace. I see him right now. His massive body is dressed in a black shirt with blue jeans. The same outfit he wore at The Drunken Shell when I danced to ‘Mana.’ I see him where he kissed me for the first time, giving me a glimpse of heaven, while waves crashed behind him. If the only place I can see him is when I’m asleep, I’ll gladly die just to get a fraction of the man who changed me forever.
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The next time I wake up, I’m in the United States. I know this because the name of the hospital is displayed across the nurses’ station. It’s a military hospital, one of the best in the country.

This time, I see my mother and sister waiting for me to wake up. My mother sits in a chair, her upper body hunched over my legs. Her peppered black and white hair rests on my shins like a pillow. Her veiny hands are wrapped around my bandaged ankle, holding it protectively.

Warm. Peaceful. Soothing.

I missed my mom being able to touch me and not resent me. I look to my right and spot my sister. She’s covered in a white hospital blanket, sleeping on a couch. Her face is turned in my direction, as though she fell asleep watching me.

They’re here.

They showed up.

A small smile pulls at my lips as I stretch my back and readjust my head on the pillow. When a silhouette figure emerges outside the glass doors, grief rocks into me. I’m instantly frowning, seeing Kade’s estranged son.

Adam stands at the door, his hands at his side. He raises one of them and waves slowly. His smile doesn’t mask his sadness. It’s the kind that carries the pain of a son who’s lost his father. A tear falls while my hands stiffen around my blankets.

“Mija?” My mother’s arms quiver awake. She gives me a gentle squeeze around my leg and lifts herself from the bed. I haven’t heard her call me that term of endearment in years. It’s foreign and abnormal, and I don’t have the energy to argue with her about anything right now.

“Violet.” My sister yawns my name and restlessly stretches her arms over her head. When her belly button gets exposed, she pulls her ‘My Sister Is A Soldier’ black, white, and yellowed texted shirt back down. Shifting in a sitting position, she studies me as though I’ll take a bite out of her.

“They told us you were quite feisty the first time you woke up,” Isabella tells me, swaying her legs forward and back.

Is this her way of trying to ease her icy self? I don’t want to talk. They’re only here because they are my emergency contact and to throw an I told you so, in my face.

“What are you guys doing here?” I croak. Sitting up, I cross my bruised arms against my chest. They’re full of maroon linear scabbed gashes caused by the crash and tumbling down the mountain.

“Are you here to tell me, ‘I told you so’? Are you going to tell me that you knew this would happen and to beat me down more than I am already? Make me feel less than I am? Well, if you are, don’t waste your time. You can leave!”

“What do you mean, Violet? We’re here because you’re my baby. We almost lost you. There’s no other place I need to be but right here,” Mother says. She stands and tries to hug me, but I halt her with the palm of my hand.

“You’re my sister. My blood. There’s no getting rid of me,” Isabella adds.

“I’m sorry, mija, I’m so sorry! I know you shouldn’t forgive me, but maybe one day you’ll understand what it’s like to lose the one who kept you together. I’ve been grieving. All this time, I’ve been resentful and broken. I know it’s not an excuse for the way I’ve pushed you away and for the way I’ve treated you. But I’m here now, y nunca te voy a dejar sola. I can’t lose you like I lost your father. I can’t—” she hiccups, already falling apart. “No parent should have to bury their baby! I can’t imagine what you had to go through out there, but I’m here to let you know that you don’t have to go through this part of healing alone. We are here and we are here to stay, por siempre.”

An empty, cold, unsettling emotion carves its way into my spirit at the reminder of Booker and Kade. The way Shane broke down and pleaded to come back home and see his mother and sisters alive. What about his parents? What about Kade’s? What am I going to tell them?

I don’t have the energy to bend, but I feel like the sun is inside me, burning me alive. It’s not fair. How am I supposed to figure out a way to live, because right now I feel guilty. I feel like I should be dead, too. How is it fair that I get to be here, back home, surrounded by family, and they don’t? We all fought our hardest to live for each other.

My gaze droops to my hospital band.

“Are they really dead? Are my instructors dead? Are Kade and Shane gone?” I breathe out, trying to steady the whine in my voice, but fail miserably.

Isabella jumps from the couch and ambles toward my mother and me. She grips the bedrail after moving the I.V. bag out of the way. Her hands fall on my shoulder delicately. I don’t miss the fear in her dark brown eyes—the careful breaths and movements…she’s afraid I’ll break again.

“Yes,” Isabella responds quietly.

My heartbeat monitor kicks up while I digest the answer. It splits me open until I let out a wail. I grip my hair and pull.

“Mama, where are they? I want to see them,” I request through my chattering teeth.

“Right now, their next of kin are being contacted. None of this is public information just yet.”

I hollow out my cheeks as my mother and sister run their palms across my back in circles. I suck in breath after breath, but nothing helps. The soldier in me wants to light the entire world on fire so I can die in it. I want to climb out of this bed and end my life.

“Why, God, why?” I cry out.

Sobbing into my hands, I close my eyes and think of them. What they did out there was for a purpose. If I die, I think I’d be throwing what they sacrificed away.

I keep reciting the exact words Kade told me in my head before I lost him.

“Go! Fall in love over and over again. Get married, have lots of pretty babies, go live your life…”

He knew his time was over. He had accepted it a long time ago, by the way he said it. How can he expect me to do all of that when he’s gone? All my dreams could only be reached if I had him by my side.

I palm my belly, gripping the hospital gown, wishing I’d be swollen with his baby and not another man’s.

“Do you want us to leave?” Isabella asks.

I blow out air like I would with a cigarette. Opening my sore eyes, I meet their reddened, swollen ones. I ride the wave of grief within me enough to be able to shake my head.

I lost my soldier.

Is this why Grandma kept warning me to stay away from this life?

“Abuelita. How’s Grandma? Mom, I lost the bear she sent me. Damnit!” I shriek, panicking. “It was on the helicopter with me, but I lost it when we went down. How is she? Is she okay?”

“Violet, she’s still alive, and we can get into those details later. We don’t have to talk about anything else at this moment. I want to look at my youngest daughter and tell her that I love her,” she chokes out a sob, running her hands through my hair. “And that I’m proud of her.”

Sniffling, I weep with her quietly. I had already swallowed the hope of my mother’s acceptance long ago. This one sentence revives our troubled relationship from the ashes.

“Papá estaría orgulloso de ti.”

Dad would have been proud of you.

There it goes. The familiar storm comes back and whirls into my heart. As I settle into their arms, I let the dread take over me. In this hospital room, my mother and sister surround me with their embraces.

Kade, Booker, and Castle cross my mind. Their once beautiful, lively smiles turn into bloody darkness. Fisting the hospital sheets, I shut my eyes as my chest tightens. Somber tremors vibrate my body because I’ve crossed my limit—my endpoint.

“I know how you feel now, Mom,” I croak into her shoulder.

“What do you mean?”

“I loved him,” I confess. “I loved him with everything that I am, and now he’s gone.”

“Who, mija?”

I can’t answer her. My mother lost the love of her life, and so did I.

As I fall apart again, I retire the nickname, The Unbreakable Soldier.
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Morning comes after a heavy night of tears and disbelief. This time, when I wake, Adam stands at the corner of the room. I take him in, noticing how he still wears the same outfit from last night. How long has he been here?

“I told your mom and sister to go home and shower. So, it’s just me here.” Adam strolls toward me. His voice is the gentlest I’ve ever heard him speak. This is a side of him he’s never shown me. He’s usually a selfish, non-empathetic ass, but right now, he’s someone who has lost his father. I know that feeling all too well. His life has changed forever because he lost someone he constantly pushed away. I’m sure it’s eating him alive.

“May I sit next to you?” He points to the chair my mother slept in.

I nod.

We sit in tense silence. The sound of nurses and doctors walking back and forth, the ICU phone ringing, and my heartbeat monitor becomes our white noise. We watch each other silently, like we’re both trying to find our words while battling our grief.

“I’m happy you’re back home and you’re okay. The doctor already performed surgery on your foot when you were in Germany. They were going to amputate, but your mother and Slater pushed them into saving it.” He glances at my ankle and trails the pad of his finger on the bedsheets. “Are you in any pain?”

“Yes…” The familiar knife in my heart twists in my chest. “But not physically.” I can’t hide the numbness in my tone. I swallow hard and massage my sore temples as he closes the distance. Sighing heavily, he clears his throat. Red covers the whites in his eyes.

“What happened out there? If you’re not ready to share, I understand. I just want to know, h-how…h-he…” Adam chokes up. He brings his fist to his mouth as though ashamed to break. Guilt is riddled between each syllable. He doesn’t need to say it. I cut him off.

I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to share this story with need-to-know personnel, but Adam deserves to know.

“Intelligence found a high-value target’s location. Everyone has been searching for him—multiple countries are after him, not only the United States. Our team took on the mission led by your father. We’ve been preparing for this moment for months, getting closer and closer. Everything we’d been working for led to this moment. We loaded up in the bird in minutes. As we were a few minutes out from our destination, we came under fire from insurgents. They were throwing everything they had to take us down, so the pilots did what they had to do. They tried to get us to safety, dodging the missiles and bullets, but one wrong turn had us crashing in the mountains.”

“Shit,” he hisses angrily.

With a dry tongue, I continue to recount the worst day of my life.

“Kade, Shane Booker, and I were the only ones to survive the crash. I thought we were lucky…” I whine, a grimace contorting my cold features. “But I was wrong.” Warmth leaks out of my closed lids.

“Hey, Violet. You don’t have to finish if you’re not ready.” Adam gives me a pained smile. His palm runs in circles on my back, and I jerk away.

No, I must get this out. I need to say it out loud and honor my duty.

“My foot was almost torn off from the crash. Kade had a dislocated shoulder, while Shane came out with less serious injuries. They did their best to recover as much of our fallen brothers as they could before we were forced out of the area by the insurgents.” I point to the bandage on my face. “I took a shot to the face, but it was a graze. I couldn’t walk, so Master Sergeant carried me most of the time as we hiked away. Eventually, they caught up to us hours later. A storm rolled in, making everything more dangerous. As soon as one shouted in our direction, most likely alerting his army that he had found us, Shane got shot in the head, which killed him instantly. Kade and I scrambled to fight them all off, but it was hundreds—an army versus two.”

My front teeth sink into my bottom lip, recounting the situation. With my hands and fingers trembling, I take a deep breath and scuttle the following words.

“We were out of ammo.” I shake my head, the same hopelessness I felt that day, returning. “It was raining down hard and…Kade had to make a choice. He was doing what every leader would have done in that situation. I tried to fight him, but we both knew if he hadn’t pushed me down that hill and distracted them, we would’ve both been dead in seconds. He had to adapt quickly. Our enemies were unforgiving and relentless.” I flick my gaze to meet his broken expression. I slug down the rock in my throat and become steel. I’ll skip over the part where he said his final goodbye.

“When I came to after tumbling down the mountain, I looked up one last time to see the enemy unleash everything on him. He was shot in the chest, followed by an explosion. I didn’t see him again after that. His plan worked, but it was his life he laid down so I could live.”

The next thing I know, Adam is on top of me, holding me tight and crying into my neck. His nose pokes into my skin, while his arms encase me. I rub his back, tucking my emotions away while Adam feels his.

“Thank you for telling me,” he sobs.

I nod and hold him back tighter.

We sit like this for minutes, consoling each other with actions and no words—a silence of grief and understanding.

When he pulls back, his tortured expression takes a tone of acceptance. He stabs into his pocket while his other hand scrapes his face, erasing the shed of tears. Red paints his nose, eyes, and cheeks as he gazes outside the hospital window.

“You kept calling out for Kade,” he says plainly, still not looking at me but staring at the busy road just outside my hospital room. His fingers push down the blinds like he’s searching for someone.

My heart sinks.

“If you’re trying to hide that you’re in love with him, you’ve done a terrible job. You kept saying his name repeatedly. Over and over again, with a cry I’ve never heard anyone make. But it hurt me to see you like that. It killed me to hear you break. It’s clear he owned your heart.”

A bombardment of shame and guilt assaults me when I look into his brown eyes. I didn’t think this day would come, and neither did I think this was how our secret would rise to the surface to be judged and scrutinized. I mentally prepare for a slur of insults—an abundance of curse words—slut and whore—but he stays stoic. He slowly strides closer to me until his hand grips the bedrail.

When I woke up in Germany and Slater confirmed we’d lost Booker and Kade, I didn’t care if everyone watched me bomb myself into an empty human who had lost her reason. Those reasons are locked inside Kade now, and I’ll never get those pieces of me back. I wasn’t careful hiding my feelings that day, but I will not repent. I don’t think it matters anymore.

There’s no use in denying it. So, I come clean.

“I’m not going to sit here and tell you I’m sorry because that would be a lie. I’m in love with Kade. I’m deeply and crazily insatiable for that man. He loved you and every single soldier he worked with, and you should remember that about him because he’s never given you any reason not to.”

He tears his softened gaze away from me. His jaw flitches repeatedly as his nostrils flare. He spears his hand slowly into his front pocket and grabs a half-eaten bag of pistachios. He takes one into his mouth and chews.

Again, I sit there, grinding my teeth and fiddling with my fingers…trying not to explode. I want to shout until I can’t breathe anymore. I want to cry until I’m exhausted and have no other choice but to dream so I can see him again. I want to die, too.

I turn toward Adam again and expect him to transition into attack mode. Just when I think he’s going to change his mind, get angry, and rip into me, he continues to chew and breathe slowly.

“Look, it’s easy for me to judge and tear into this weird situation, but the truth is, I’ve never been close to him, and honestly, I don’t think I ever would have been, but it’s clear that you love him in a way that the world will never understand. I just need you to be happy and take care of yourself, and if my father were still alive, I’d tell him the same thing.”

What?

“You’re not mad or angry?”

“I’m feeling a lot of things right now,” he quips sharply. A slight edge to his tone, but he remains calm. “My father never remarried after my mother. It’s no secret he doesn’t let himself be happy, and he used work to fill the void he embraced. I’ve never been able to understand him…until now. And it’s too late. I should have appreciated him more…I should have⁠—”

I shake my head.

“Someone once told me that we should never play the ‘I should—what if’ game because there’s no winning,” I scorn, attempting to lighten his mood and take that guilt off his shoulders.

Sometimes, when it comes to divorced parents, the children are collateral damage. That’s a pain I didn’t experience but am aware of. He grew up a military child, and even though Penny and Kade have their sides of the story, Adam does, too.

He smirks.

“You know that saying that you only value something once you’ve lost it? I didn’t just come to the realization that I love him when he died. I’ve always valued every part of him since I first saw him. I will hold onto everything he’s taught me for the rest of my life.”

“I see,” he says with a smile.

His phone chimes. He grabs it, glancing at the screen thoughtfully before he taps away. “Your mother and sister are back, so I’m going to get going,” he says, thumbing it back into his pocket. I watch him gather his things silently, unsure of how to bid him goodbye. I’m sure the next time I’ll see him, it’ll be at Kade’s funeral. That thought makes my throat thicken and wrath simmer in my veins.

“Thank you for coming,” I tell him numbly, already feeling the need to break down.

He stiffens when he reaches the door, confusing me. Just when I think he’s going to exit, Adam pivots back around until he faces me with pursed lips. I know that look. He’s nervous.

“I’ve been seeing Olivia behind your back.” The words are forced out hastily and with shame. It comes out so fast that it takes me a moment to digest.

My jaw drops.

“We started seeing each other after you left for Basic Training. I’m such a piece of shit, but I can’t walk out that door, knowing you’ve given me your naked confession and I hid mine. I’m in love with Olivia… I just didn’t want to lose you in the process.”

Olivia?

Our mutual friend?

He cheated on me?

I feel like I’ve been hit in the chest. The betrayal stings, my thoughts and questions running rampant in my mind. I should be angry. I should shout at him for lying and making me feel guilty for moving on, but under these circumstances…I decide to swallow the lump in my throat and deal later. After almost losing my life, everything seems so insignificant. This is one of those things that truly doesn’t matter anymore.

I breathe in heavily until my shoulders and chest are relaxed.

“Okay,” I say, linking my fingers together.

His eyes light up with hope.

I’m not sure we’ll be in each other’s life moving forward.

“Oh, before I go.” He beelines toward a black, thick bag that sits on the couch. He hooks it and hands it to me gently. “Here’s your things. These are all the clothes and equipment you had on when those Army Rangers found you.”

My heart skips a beat as I open it. The scent of that tragic battle in the mountains is tattooed into my shredded clothes. I sift through it as Adam watches me silently. I push my shoes to the side when I see a silver chain. The golden sunray from behind me illuminates the chain, making it glint.

It’s not my dog tags…

I gasp. My heart pounds so hard that I hear my blood pumping until my wrist twitches. A wave of exhilaration powers me.

It’s what Kade pushed into my hand. 

I pull it out of the bag slowly, holding my breath as a monsoon of tears falls down my cheeks, crossing my trembling lips and dropping off my chin. A pained laugh torpedoes out of me when I realize what Kade made. A bittersweet emotion tethers into my soul, taking yet another blow, adding to my agony. My whole body shudders, and goosebumps cover my skin.

It’s a handmade, wooden butterfly attached to a silver chain so I can wear it like a necklace. I turn it over to admire the details he carved into each wing, and my heart flutters as my soul disintegrates further. On the back, in carved lettering, it says,

Mariposa.
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Isleep with the wooden eagle Kade gave me every night.

It’s been thirty days since I’ve kissed his lips—thirty days since I’ve seen those eyes—and thirty days since I’ve felt alive. I’m completely shut down. I haven’t cried, screamed, or slept since I was discharged from the hospital. I feel like I’m lost in nothing but grief and tragedy.

How do I move on?

Color doesn’t exist anymore. Everything is dull, and I have no spark inside me—no drive…nothing. I am empty. My heart doesn’t beat without feeling a weight digging into my aching chest. Nothing tastes good. I’ve lost fifteen pounds. Every song I hear sounds like static.

I’m alive, but everything inside me is shriveled up and dead.

The crash and attack left a devastating tragedy for many families. The last update I got from Slater was that The Surgeon is hiding. Intelligence is on it, but I don’t know any more details. It may take months to years to find him again.

I got a complex text today. My grandfather let us all know that my grandmother’s time to pass is coming sooner than he thought. Her heart is weakening drastically, and she won’t be able to survive the surgery to remove the cancer from her frail body. Instead of going into hospice, they’re having a nurse take care of her at her house so she can go comfortably.

Today will be the first day I see her. Now that I can walk—granted, with the help of a boot—I’m in Greenville. She still thinks I’m training in the Special Forces course and doesn’t know about the helicopter crash or how the failed mission made worldwide news.

I’ve avoided the internet like the plague. Every national news reporter keeps calling my phone. I send them to voicemail each time because there’s no way I’m ready to sit in front of a camera to explain what happened to strangers and civilians who will pick my story apart. The thought of sitting down for an interview feels wrong. I can’t talk about it without wanting to break down. I wake up screaming every night, and once that stops, I’ll take the next step: meet with Booker’s and Kade’s families.

As for my career in Special Forces…

I don’t think I can come back.

I’ve been making choices for other people all this time because I think it’s the right thing to do. I joined the Army to honor my father, not because it was my dream. I don’t regret joining…not at all, but I think it’s time to explore a new chapter—a new era where I choose to do something that makes me happy.

And I’d like to start with wood carving classes.

Walking inside my grandparents’ master bedroom, I see my grandmother on her bed. She straightens her spine slowly. The wrinkles at the corners of her lips lift when she smiles at me. The same blue teddy bear is in her lap.

My grandfather prepared me for this visit and told me mornings are usually the best time because by the time the afternoon comes, she’s weak and in pain.

“Oh, Violet. I’ve missed you, mija. Como estas?” She opens her trembling arms to me, and I rush toward her, so she doesn’t have to wait a second longer.

“I’m okay, Abuelita,” I murmur, holding her a bit tighter as I soak in her warmth. Holding her while her heart is still beating is a small detail I will miss. Her staple scent of perfume welcomes and reminds me of my childhood. As I hold her, all the good times of being a worry-free child return—everything that made me who I am today sears into me, and my mind drifts.

The times when I stayed up late, helping her bake flan.

When Christmas came around, I’d help her decorate the tree.

Watching her favorite drama shows together while we fold laundry.

Helping her make caldo de pollo on cold, rainy days.

It’s all withering away, and there’s no stopping it.

Holding back tears, I don’t want to move. I have no desire to pull away, but to embrace her a bit longer. My grandmother seems weightless now that I’m here.

With low energy, I give her a strained grin.

“Ready to read the last letter together, Grandma?” I wave it in my hands. She looks at it for a moment, her gray brows pinching together. I prepare for her to tell me she doesn’t remember, but then she sighs, and her eyes grow a tad wider. She nods slowly.

Dear Grace,

Oh Grace. My darling girl. Your brown eyes are all I can think about. I don’t get much sleep. But when I do, it’s your rosy cheeks and red lips that help me find some type of relief from the shadows before I’m consumed by them. As I lay down on nothing but dirt, enduring days accompanied by death, your voice is the silver lining of each day.

After we danced, I wanted to get on one knee and ask you to be my bride. I was too much of a coward, though. I was afraid I’d send you running for the blue mountains if I did. So I did everything I could to push away the one question I’m dying to say now. I regret it so much. I shouldn’t be writing this. But here is my confession. I’ve been obsessed with making you mine since the day I sat down at the diner. You should be in my arms on Wrightsville Beach right now. It’s summer time, and I can smell the sand and hear the waves crash all the way in a warzone. You should be wearing that little blue dress you wore on our first date to the carnival, and I should be getting down on one knee to tell you all the reasons in the world you would be making me the happiest, luckiest, wealthiest man in the world by saying that three-letter word. I hope I don’t scare you away with this letter. But if I do, I’ll die a happy man knowing you gave me days of your time. Just know that every time you hear our song, no matter where I am in the world…no matter the distance, the miles, the oceans, I’m right there dancing with you.

I will see you soon.

All my love, Graham

My grandma holds the teddy bear tight in her arms, tears rolling down her cheeks, her fragile fingers shaking against the blue fur.

She sits crying silently.

“You didn’t choose grandpa over him, did you?” My throat tightens up. As my eyes sting, tears flow into them, clouding my vision.

She shakes her head, unable to look at me, and stares at the door behind me. “No mija. I didn’t choose your grandpa. I chose Graham.”

Her words stop me from moving, and I take a deep breath to calm down. Still staring at the brown, worn-out box with scratches, I tuck the last letter in and close the box.

“Promise me, Violet. Before you marry someone, make sure that they’re the one. Or you’ll end up like me, married to a man who thinks he has your heart, but in reality, it’s a hollowed-out heart he’s claimed.”

I’m taken aback. She spent her entire marriage loving a man who was dead.

The door opens from behind me, and I’m positive it’s my mother, so I don’t bother turning around.

She looks down at the teddy bear and unzips an opening I never knew it had. She pulls out an aged, wrinkled, yellow-tinted paper and then flips it over.

It’s a newspaper.

She still can’t look at me. She lets me have the crumpled, aged newspaper, and my mouth drops open when I see Graham for the first time.

Graham Hunting, Special Forces Green Beret, killed in action, age 28.

He’s in his army greens, posing with the American flag behind him like any other army graduation photo. It’s in black and white, no color, but even through that, I can tell he has light eyes.

“You know, you look so much like my granddaughter, Violet. She’s in Basic Training right now!”

My chin wobbles as my grandma tilts her head.

She isn’t lucid anymore.

“She’s funny, strong, and loves to bake. I think you would make great friends.” Her voice shakes.

She’s forgetting me.

Who does she think I am?

My swollen face turns slack, my shoulders and back slump as I hold back my cold grief. I want to collapse in her arms.

This is too much.

“Graham? Is that you?” My grandmother drops her teddy bear, and it tumbles to the floor. She’s confused again, making the cut in my soul bleed profusely.

I thought she was talking to me, but she’s calling out for someone behind me.

I quickly turn around, expecting to greet my mother, but the words get caught on the tip of my tongue.

It’s Kade.

He stands there, his dark waves brushed back, with one wave curled on his forehead. Those beautiful wolf-like eyes are glowing more vibrantly than ever. He looks the same yet so different at the same time.

It can’t be.

Am I dreaming?

He’s here.

Looking at me.

Kade is here, in front of me, breathing.

He’s alive?

Am I seeing a ghost?

“Sorry, my love. This is Kade. Kade O’Connell. He’s Violet’s friend.” My grandfather pops up behind him with a stunned expression. He looks straight at me, clutching his cell phone in his hand.

I feel like I’m going to faint. Everything is spinning. Suddenly, gravity stops pulling, and time comes to a stop. I think I’m going to float and disappear into thin air. My mouth and throat run dry as my words get caught in my throat—paralyzed from the inside and out. My heart palpitates, skipping beats and bounces around within my chest. Sweat coats my skin as the entire room implodes into something small. I’m suffocating.

“I’ve got to take this. I’ll be right back!” My grandpa exits the room, closing the door softly behind him.

I part my lips to say something, but all that comes out are incoherent sounds. I can’t form a question while a hundred of them are screaming at me in my scrambled mind.

“I…? K-Kade?”

Grandma cuts me off, grabbing her cane, practically jumping out of bed. She places her teddy bear down and gets up, slowly. I rush over to her to get her back into bed.

“No mija. That’s Graham! He’s back! Look, he’s right there behind you. He’s come back to dance with me.” Her voice shakes.

She thinks Kade is Graham.

“No, grandma, that’s not him,” I mumble faintly. My muscles turn into mush, struggling to stand upright.

The corner of Kade’s lips lift when our soft gazes meet.

I take a step back, tempted to grab a lamp and hurl it at him.

“I’m home, baby. I’m sorry it took me so long,” he says to me, closing the distance, towering over us both. His cologne drifts into my senses, and my heart does that stupid thing where it jumps every time he looks at me.

What the hell is going on?!

Am I dead?

I’m dreaming. This is a cruel dream. It’s all an evil dream!

My grandma slowly turns to me as she leans on my shoulder weakly.

“Oh…he's not Graham? Are you sure?” She frowns weakly. I look into her dreary, grief-stricken expression. She’s pleading with me, and I don’t want to remind her that he’s dead again.

I know she’ll fall apart, and she doesn’t need that stress on her aging heart.

“Grandma, please get back into bed.”

Her lips fall downward and tremble. A frown that exudes pain. She inhales a shaky breath like she’s trying to differentiate reality from the fog she’s enduring.

Kade turns to me.

“I’ve got her.”

My brows knit together.

“If you don’t mind.” Kade takes out his phone, and my grandmother and I watch him for a few seconds as he taps away at his screen. A short moment later, “We Belong Together” by Ritchie Valens plays loudly on his phone. He sets it on her TV tray and steps in front of me.

“Would you take this dance with me, Mrs. Isla?” He smiles, bowing down and forward slightly with his hand laid out for her to take.

She looks at me, then at him. She pauses for a moment to think. But as the song continues, the tension in her eyes fades away, and she takes Kade’s hand.

I hand my grandmother over to Kade, and they intertwine their hands. They slowly dance to the beat of the music, all the while I’m holding a tissue, gluing it to my face, hoping I can hold it together and not collapse on the spot.

My grandmother rests her cheek on his chest, enjoying this serene, beautiful moment. I watch them sway side to side slowly together, pinching my skin occasionally.

“Graham, why did you stop writing to me? You made me think you didn’t want me anymore. I’ve been waiting for so long…” Her eyes close, and she presses her face closer to his chest.

As the song fades to nothing, my grandma smiles, wiping away the last tear on her cheek.

“I’m here now,” he tells her, looking straight at me.

“I knew you were going to come back, Graham,” she chokes out, dipping her head back. The room is full of dreary, tense silence. I’m so hot, I’m going to fall over if I don’t get fresh air in the next five seconds.

Grandma looks at him, holding his forearms with a soft smile.

“Are we going to the beach now?” she asks quietly, making my heart twist in my chest.

“Yes,” he tells her in that same deep voice I thought I’d never hear again. He helps her back into bed, brings the bear back to her hands, and raises her blankets to her chest. She admires him, a wave of peace lifting her spirits.

I’ve never, ever seen her so happy before.

As soon as she’s tucked back in, my grandmother grows quiet, staring at him, holding the widest smile in awe. Kade turns away, and his face hardens when he meets my glacial glare.
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I storm out of my grandmother’s bedroom. I don’t know where I’m going, but all I know is I need to breathe. The doctors warned me about having hallucinations due to my TBI.

Am I having one now?!

As soon as I yank the front door open, I run into the darkened atmosphere. I don’t care that it’s actively raining, and I don’t care that I’m getting soaked head to toe. I round the trees of my grandmother’s home, trying to process everything. 

Kade follows behind, right on my trail. I keep limping, unsure of what to do or say. When I try to catch my breath, I trip on my boot and fall into the tree. I catch myself and lean on it with both of my hands.

This isn’t real.

None of this makes any sense.

I’m not delusional. I’ll turn around, and he’ll be gone because the man I love died. I’m still trying to wrap my head around losing him, but how can I do that when I’m starting to see the ghost of him?!

I whirl around, expecting to see an empty front yard…but no.

He’s still here, looking at me like he’s also going to fall apart.

His intense, intimidating gaze sweeps me. The fire he owns with the power to ignite, explodes below my belly. I’m still unable to breathe, speak, or think.

We stare at each other. With every blink, he doesn’t disappear. He really is here—alive—in South Carolina. The trees behind him dance violently. The strong winds are making me shiver more. Every second grows colder as I try to wrap my mind around this. As I study him, I notice burns on his collarbone.

A small sob escapes my pouty lips.

He walks closer, and I shake my head, rocking it left and right crazily.

“Say something,” he begs.

As soon as he tries to embrace me into his long arms, I slap him across the face. His head whips to the side, his long, dark, wet hair lashing in the rain.

“You asshole!”

Slap.

“I thought you were dead!”

Slap across the chest.

“I thought you died!”

Slap.

“I saw you die!”

Slap across his arm.

“I—”

I raise my hand to slap him again, but he catches it in the air. He pulls me in and crashes his body against mine. His mouth collides with mine, mid-scream. He silences me with a violently beautiful kiss. At first, I fight him, but he just holds me tighter, stealing the air right from my lungs. I’m full on shuddering when I decide to press my lips back onto his. He spears his tongue inside my mouth, and I welcome it. We hold each other tightly as rain continues to hit us. Our lips dance together in a perfect duet.

I push him away and break. Even though it pains me to do it, I need to. He needs to start talking and give me answers. How did he get here? Why wasn’t I told? I’m going to kill Slater when I see him!

When we separate, I study his broad stature. There are visible cuts all around his face and neck. Injuries he didn’t have when I last saw him…

Was he captured?

“Explain!” I shout, pointing my finger at him. He yanks me until my chest collides with his ribs. He grabs me by the throat and tightens his grip dominantly. A beautiful smirk unfolds across his mesmerizing, effortlessly gorgeous, scarred face. My heart soars to dangerous limits.

“Always so stubborn. Let’s get you warm and into my bed, and I’ll spend all night explaining.”

I can’t believe I’m hearing these words. Happy is an understatement. There are no words to explain how much getting your soldier back home alive means.

“Is Booker really dead?” I narrow my eyes, squinting through my blurry, hot vision. Raindrops continue to drum against our bodies.

His gorgeous smirk falls.

“Yes.” He brushes his calloused hands across my face and then cups my jaw. I pepper kisses all over his wet, warm flesh.

“This can’t be real.” I press my face against his hand harder.

“I am real,” he says, kissing my forehead. “You’re wearing the butterfly I made you,” he whispers softly.

“What do we do now?” I ask. We share the same smile as we lock eyes.

“Survive.”
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KADE
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FLASHBACK

“You can’t see him!” Penny shouts at me, gripping the door tightly. She’s using it as a barrier so I can’t see Adam on his birthday. I can hear them getting ready to sing ‘Happy Birthday.’ When I first knocked on the door, she opened it just enough for me to glimpse my eleven-year-old before she pushed me with her hand to my chest. Penny’s parents and sisters are setting the cake up on the table. He has all his friends over. His family is on his mother’s side, but Penny refuses to let me in because her new boyfriend is here.

“Penny, for the love of God, I am his father. This is the first time I’m home on his birthday in years, and I hand-made him his gift.”

She closes the door behind her and shakes her head while parting her lips disgustedly. Her face is full of makeup, her hair curled, and she’s dressed in a summer dress, with a cardigan over her upper body. She looks good, but it’s not enough to mask the unfair, miserable, resentful human lying underneath.

“What is it? Another damn piece of wood?” She scoffs, crossing her arms against her chest.

I look into her cold eyes, and my throat thickens.

My vision glances down to the big box I set on her front porch with a yellow bow wrapped around it. I’ve worked on this project for six months, whenever I had a break from missions. It’s a castle with a dragon on a high tower because the last time we talked about him, Penny told me he was going through a dragon phase.

“It’s not just a piece of wood, Penny. Please let me see him. I want to hug him at least and tell him happy birthday. He’s a part of me, too. He doesn’t deserve this. I’m not sure why you keep sabotaging my relationship with him. I love him; let me see him for a fucking minute, and I’ll leave if that’s what you want. Please let me see my son!”

She gives me a poisonous grin.

“No. Avery is here! He’s been spending time with him, giving him the attention that you won’t!”

“I’m his father! Not your new boyfriend! It’s not that I don’t want to, I can’t!”

“Won’t!” she retorts.

“You know I can’t. My job, I⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah. Save it. I left you because I can’t stand your job. I can’t stand you!”

“Penny…” My voice deepens.

She can’t keep doing this to me. I hadn’t realized how much she’s cutting me with her words until my vision blurs. I blink away the emotions because I want to break down, fall to my knees out of frustration and hopelessness.

Before she can spew more hateful remarks, the door opens, and her sister comes out. She glares and brushes her light brown hair behind her ear.

“It’s time to cut the cake, Pen.” She clears her throat and leaves.

“Okay, I’m coming now. Kade and I are finished talking,” Penny singsongs cruelly and sends a fiery expression my way. She walks into the house, her hand on the doorknob.

“Please let me see him.”

She slams the door in my face, and the sound of her locking the door comes right after. I breathe heavily and stare at the gift I made on the porch. She didn’t even bother to take it in.

Before I can feel, my hand stabs into my pocket until my phone is curled into my fingers, and I text while I walk to my motorcycle.

Me:


Booker, drinks on me tonight. Meet me at this place called El Devine. Should be back in North Carolina in four hours.




Booker:


I’m kind of busy today with my mom. I’m helping her fix her sink and air conditioning, then I’ll head out if I’m free.




I don’t respond.

After putting on my favorite black aviator sunglasses, I take off, revving the engine until vibrations are felt throughout my bones. I race out of her neighborhood, feeling the most depressed and defeated I have ever felt. I refuse to let myself drown in these emotions, though.

I just wanted to keep my family together and give my son a different outcome. I hated feeling like my father abandoned me. I hated feeling like I was nothing and not good enough to deserve anything good. I only wanted to hug my son today, and I couldn’t even do that.

The warm summer air whips through my hair as I grind my teeth. Tonight, I’m going to drink and drink until I don’t feel alone anymore.
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I stumble out of El Devine and walk into an illuminated, half-empty parking lot. There’s a full moon tonight with soft breezes that caress my skin. I drank too much while waiting for Booker. My eyes are heavy, my muscles feel weightless, and everything is blurry. Whiskey after whiskey after-fucking-whiskey until the urge to fall apart turned into a deep hole of numbness. I hold the beer in my hand as the world spins in circles. I find my bike and stare at it hesitantly. I know I can’t drive home like this.

I won’t.

My phone vibrates, I pull it out and take a swig of my Shiner.

Booker:


Be there in about ten minutes, brother.




Me:


Ok.




I tuck it back into my pocket and stare at the end of the street. I spot an abandoned tall building that seems to be around fifteen stories high. As the last mission plays back in my head, I bring the beer to my lips. The night before we all came back home, Jim Gray, my teammate, shot himself in front of me and the rest of the team.

The blood. The pain in his eyes. The feeling of isolation drained him.

Like it’s draining me.

It’s all in my head in a continuous loop.

Three minutes later, I’m on the rooftop…with the urge to jump. I’m at the balcony’s edge, staring at the street below. The tips of my boots point over the edge as cars drive by in the distance.

I just can’t do this shit anymore. I don’t have anyone to come back home to, and I made it that way to protect myself, but in the end, it hurts to have these fucking walls up.

I’m drunk.

I’m a monster with scars inside my mind and flesh. No one wants me. Who could love a broken man?

I throw the bottle to the ground and it shatters into little pieces.

“You’re a piece of shit!”

“You’re a monster!”

“You’re worthless!”

Words soldiers and my ex-wife have told me.

Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m falling over. I close my eyes and prepare for the ground to end my pain forever.

Suddenly, a rough palm grabs my hand, stopping me from meeting my doom. My chest connects with the building, making me grunt. I look up to meet my brother’s widened hazel eyes and open mouth.

“O’Connell, what the fuck!”

I grind my teeth and reach for the rooftop with my other hand.

“What’s wrong with you?!” he scorns, a scowl on his reddened face.

“I don’t know. I don’t know. One second I was standing, and the next I was falling.”

“Well, you’re fucking drunk, and I know the last mission fucked you up because it screwed with me, too, man, but killing yourself isn’t the way. It’s never the way. You matter, Kade. You fucking matter!”

“Shut the fuck up! I’m okay. Let me go, Booker! I can get myself up.”

“No!”

“Booker…” I growl.

“I know you’re having a bad fucking time right now, but it’s only a storm, and you will see the sun again. Don’t listen to that voice telling you no. You’ve got this! And if you don’t, I’m right here, brother. It’s okay to ask for help, because even if you feel hopeless, I’ll be here to remind you that you’re not alone.”

ONE MONTH AGO…

Booker saved my life that one night, and I couldn’t save his today. He’s dead, and now I’m on my way to be killed. Booker was not just a best friend, a teammate, a special operator—he was my brother. He’s the reason why I got to experience the precious butterfly that landed in my life and corrupted me for any other woman. 

Violet imprisons my soul. I did what I had to do to ensure that my little mariposa gets to live out her life because she has so much light and stardust to spread into this cruel world.

I’m captured after suffering burns and shots all over my body. And yet, my heart still beats. My captors made sure to make it look like I was dead so they could transport me to The Surgeon. Now, I’m in the back of a vehicle with a black bag over my head, so I can barely breathe and see. I never knew I could feel pain like this; it’s foreign. I never thought I could reach another level of hell, but losing Shane Booker? Mariposa is my angel, but my best friend was the armor I needed when mine broke that day.

The car ride is bumpy and full of hatred. Another fist connects with my jaw, making my mouth fill with blood. I swallow the metallic tang down and lose myself in my head.

I can’t lose my little mariposa, too. All this time, I’ve been trying to teach her how to be unbreakable when she already is. Instead, she’s the one who taught me that my life had just begun when she laid eyes on me.

My hands are tied until blood is leaking down my wrists. They’ve been beating me with their guns and fists for hours, but I have a plan.

I’m not fucking finished yet.

I don’t quit. I don’t give up. I will make it back home to Violet.

No matter the obstacles we have to jump through to be together, I’ll fight them all just to get to look at her one more time. She doesn’t get to grieve me, too.


EPILOGUE
VIOLET
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Awarm, summer breeze swirls into my hair as I stare at my grandmother’s charcoaled tombstone.

Grace Isla passed away a few days after Kade’s shocking return. We buried her with all her favorite things, including the blue bear and letters from Graham.

The night before my grandma passed, she had a moment of clarity. It came so abruptly, I thought I was dreaming. But when she looked at me, how she always does, with an infinite, unbreakable grandmotherly bond and a smile drawn on her pale, tired face.

It felt like taking a breath of fresh air, even though I knew the wave was coming any day.

“Are you scared of dying?” I ask her as the tears cling to my lashes.

“No,” she says confidently with no skips in her tone. “I used to be, but not anymore.”

“Grandma, if you die, I will too. I won’t ever accept it.” I grip her hand tighter, struggling to hold the sobs in my constricted chest.

“It’s a part of life. We will see each other again. Have faith. Be strong. And you do have me, you will always have me, mija, remember that.”

“I can’t believe she’s gone…” I murmur. My dry, sore eyes are completely drained from crying so much. I’ve got a soul-draining, pounding headache. I palm my lower belly as nausea creeps into my senses.

“I…I did something unforgivable,” my grandpa whispers.

“Grandpa, I’m sure it wasn’t so bad.” I quirk a brow at him, holding sympathy. I rub my hand against his back comfortingly.

“You think I don’t know my wife’s heart always belonged to someone else?”

I grow quiet as my heartbeat quickens and pulses into my ears.

“You think I didn’t know about Graham?” He coughs hoarsely. He brings a napkin to his lips and wipes his sniffles away. “She stopped getting his letters because I hid them from her.”

My brows raise.

“Grandpa!” I hiss.

“I was a jealous bastard. I wanted her to look at me the way she looked at him. I wanted her to miss me the way she missed him. I just wanted her. So I did something so selfish.”

I shift away from him, completely blindsided by his confession. He’s the reason why Graham and my grandmother thought the time and distance were driving them apart.

“She thought he forgot about her. Everyone in the diner told her to be happy because they saw what his absence was doing to her. Everyone told her she was naive for waiting for an older man. That he was probably a soldier cheating on her while he was away, she was losing weight, and the beautiful, bright, cheery glint in Grace’s eyes was gone. I didn’t partake in the gossip, but I did intervene. I thought it was best to make her forget him and take matters into my own hands,” he scoffs with a bitter laugh. “She got Alzheimer’s at eighty years old, and still, she thinks about him, and not me.”

I can’t help but feel bad.

“Did Grandma know?” I ask.

“Yes. After his funeral, and a month had passed, I told her what I had done,” he sobs. “I regretted it. I hated myself for it. I was an immature piece of crap, and now she had to really learn how to live her life without Graham.”

Chewing the inside of my lip, I turn my gaze towards her tombstone.

“For a whole year, she couldn’t look at me. Until one day, she showed up at my house and forgave me. Eventually, she gave me a second chance, but in the back of my mind”— he tilts his head side to side—“I wondered if every time she kissed me, it was Graham she was picturing? Was it his voice she imagined? And the final moments of her beautiful life confirmed it for me. It was always him…I was the second choice.”

I purse my lips, glancing from my grandmother’s tombstone to my hands nervously.

“She loved you both. Grandma loved you and him; you were not a second choice. I think it’s possible to experience more than one love in your lifetime.”

He shakes his head.

“All those letters you guys read together, she didn’t get most of them when he was still alive because of me.”

His freckled hand shakily reaches the inside of his black coat and slowly takes out a stack of letters. My eyes widen when I see they’re all from Graham. He slowly gives them to me.

“Take care of these for her.”

I hold them close to my chest as my grandpa continues to sulk. I can’t imagine being married to someone for over sixty years, knowing she never got over her first love. Grandpa loved my grandma so much that he didn’t care; he married her knowing her heart was tethered to another. As long as he had her, that was enough for him.

I trace Graham’s handwriting as I ponder whether he knew my grandmother loved him. She sent him a letter to break things off after everyone back home convinced her he didn’t want her, but I wonder if he could see through that moment of uncertainty.

My grandfather continues to cry silently. We sit next to each other and grieve my grandmother. Before we leave, we sing her favorite songs and discuss our favorite things about her. All the fun stories and recipes I’ll always get wrong because no matter how many times I try to cook them the way she taught me, the food never comes out quite like hers.

Hooking my arm with his, we leave her resting place together.

Wiping away the grief-fueled tears from my sore eyes, a flock of Monarch butterflies flies past my face. My breath catches in my throat as I watch them travel so effortlessly, free and beautiful. I’m enchanted. A sense of closure hits me when I see two land on my grandmother’s tombstone. The butterflies spread their bright orange and black wings slowly, and my chest swells.

This is a sign from her.

I know it is.

She’s in heaven, dancing with Graham on a beach somewhere.

Smiling, my heart twists into my swelling chest. I take solace knowing my grandmother passed away at home, thinking her soldier made it back home to her.
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Kade

It’s extremely rare, but it happens.

I was presumed dead by the United States, given Violet’s story and the evidence at the scene. But really, I had been captured on that mountain. When I got shot in the chest, my armor plate stopped it from fatally wounding me. The explosion gave me severe third-degree burns on my chest, back, and arms, but somehow, I lived.

Burned, beaten, shot, and tortured.

I found a way out of my captor’s grasp while being transported to an unknown location. I killed three threats with my bare hands when they tried to torture me for information. I escaped that day, jumping out of the running vehicle they had me in. I traveled and navigated for weeks, barely surviving, until I found help at a hospital.

From there, I was rescued by a group of Army Rangers and brought back home. I told Slater to keep this under wraps so I could tell my future wife that I was back in person.

I reunited with Adam after Greenville. We’re on speaking terms, but I don’t push him for more. He knows about Violet and me, which wasn’t the most comfortable conversation to have, but it needed to be done. At first, he was angry and closed off, but as the months passed, he’s come around slowly.

After a long deployment in Latvia, my plane lands in North Carolina. I let out a relieved breath as the pilot lands our commercial plane, the gentlest landing I’ve ever experienced. I look out the window as we slow down. We glide by other parked planes. I can see the tree-covered hills that surround the airport.

As for The Surgeon, he’s still on everyone’s list. There are theories that this mission will be passed off to Grim Reaper and his team. Danny Rider and I trained alongside each other for years, even though he chose the SEALS, and I chose Special Forces. I trained him because his father, Damian Rider, asked me to. No one tells Damian no, but I didn’t mind the request because Danny and I are close; I consider him like a baby brother. Our careers have driven us apart over the years, but we will always remain friends.

This was my last mission, and I don’t feel an ounce of regret. I thought I would feel something when I packed up my gear for the last time, or when I said goodbye to my team—dread, anger, guilt…but nothing but a ray of sunshine warms my heart when I think of the next chapter in my life. The wheels continue to turn and head towards our gate. I swipe off airplane mode, and my phone floods with text messages. My brothers and sisters, my son, Penny…and my beautiful wife. A smile curves onto my face.

Violet O’Connell.

I love how that sounds.

I haven’t seen her in seven months. She got honorably discharged from the army. She’s back in school chasing a degree in English. Every time I think about her, I feel at home.

I regretted everything I said when I tried to end things with her before the helicopter crash. I regret listening to Karen’s lies. At the time, I felt the weight of my team heavily on my shoulders, the mission…and my proscriptive relationship was something I chose to push away and not worry about.

When only the three of us survived after that crash, I realized how little this woman asked of me. She didn’t want to marry or have children; she just wanted me. I was enough for her.

As soon as the seat belt sign is turned off, I stand calmly and patiently. I let everyone off the plane first until I’m the last passenger. I’m at the exit when I see most of the flight crew waiting for me in front of the pilot’s cabin.

“Welcome home, soldier.” The stewardess and pilot stand side by side with warm smiles.

“Thank you for your service,” The female pilot says with a polite nod.

I give them a nervous half-smile, then purse my lips as I readjust my army green duffel bag on my sore shoulder. I never know how to respond to those words, but I’m grateful for the gesture.

As I walk down to the tarmac, my phone starts to buzz in my hand.

It’s Slater.

Raising it to my ear, “Hello?”

“How was your flight, old man?”

I chuckle.

Asshole.

“It was pretty good. Smooth with no turbulence.”

“That’s good. Hey brother, I’m giving you a call because I just got an e-mail that says you’re being awarded the Silver Medal with Valor for what you did last year.”

“Really?”

“Yup. Booker is also getting an award. His family will be there to receive it.”

My throat thickens.

My fallen brother. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t carry the weight of losing my best friend. A part of me died that night. And if it weren’t for Violet, I don’t think I would be here today.

Slater catches my silence and changes the subject.

“I’m planning to come by your house this week to go to the range. You’re not telling me no, asshole.”

I laugh and shake my head.

“Sounds like a plan.”

We hang up.

I walk the five minutes from the gate to the lobby downstairs. It’s a small, quiet airport, so I’m not walking far. I didn’t check any bags this time, and I head straight for passenger pick-up.

Then I see her.

The woman who made me believe in love again. Dressed in that same red summer dress she wore to the Drunken Shell. It hugs all of her beautiful curves...and her swollen, nine-months-pregnant belly.

Violet holds up a bright mustard-yellow decorated sign that says: Welcome home, soldier.

She’s such a dork…but she’s my dork.

When I’m about ten steps from her, she takes off sprinting. I laugh watching her waddle-jog toward me. Before she collides with me, I drop my duffel bag, pick her up, and crash my mouth against hers. We kiss like we always do. Full of passion until it’s only us in our own little world. Not giving one single fuck who’s watching. Placing her back down on her feet, I give her one last kiss, a low growl reverberating in my chest.

“Ready for Colorado?” she asks with infinite hope soaring in her teary eyes.

Holding the bottom of her stomach, I smile.

“Never been more ready for anything in my entire life.”

THE END
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MARCH 1966


Dear Grace,

I write you three times a day. The first thing I do when I wake up is think of you. Yearn for your sweet scent. Search for your warm touch. Morning, noon, and night, you occupy my mind—you are my reason to survive because I know when I come back, I’ve got the most beautiful, sweet woman waiting for me and I got to give her three hundred and sixty five kisses to make up for the days I haven’t been there to worship her.

I don’t know why my letters aren’t reaching your hands. It’s not over. If you want to end things, you’ll do it when I stand in front of you. I write to you any chance I get because I’m in love with you. As far as I know, you’re still mine, baby girl.

All my love, Graham
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JUNE 1966


Dear Grace,

When I return home, would you teach me how to make flan? I can’t stop thinking about it. I’ve never met a girl who can cook like you. I brag about you all the time to my buddies. My girl can cook, I say. Every time I say your name, it’s the only time I smile. I can’t wait to hold you again. I haven’t heard from you, but that’s okay; it just means that when we reunite, I get to kiss you harder.

All my love, Graham
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JULY 1966


Dear Grace,

It’s raining tonight. Thunder, lightning, and wind rattle my tent, but writing these letters gives me peace. When I can’t sleep, I look for a pen and paper and think of you. We’re in the middle of a patrol right now, taking cover and pulling security. I’m taking advantage of this small window I have.

I’ve been hurt, but I’m okay. So, don’t worry about me. Nothing compares to the pain of not being with you…everything else is just noise.

It’s been almost a year since I last saw you, which means I’m almost home. I’m counting down the days until I get to hold you again. The distance and time only make my love for you grow stronger. You drive me crazy, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love you, Grace. I’ll see you soon.

All my love, Graham


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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